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	A mysterious legacy. A magical journey. The worst guide in history!

	Orphan Piers never knew his parents or birthplace. All he wants from his mundane life is a better apartment and fewer working hours serving drinks at a club in Asheville, North Carolina. Sure, weirdness happens around him occasionally. Coincidences, right? He can’t possibly wish things into existence. After all, he’s only human.

	Maybe.

	It’s hard living down to a nickname like Wicked, but Prince Wycke Bertillian of the magical realm tries. He enjoys his lack of responsibilities until he’s coerced into a clandestine mission: find an evil sorceress’s hidden son in the human realm.

	A chance encounter awakens magical potential beyond what either realm has seen before. Barely managing his own life doesn’t qualify Wycke to guide a novice sorcerer with infinite magic and zero self-preservation skills. But, unfortunately, it’s Wycke or nothing standing between Piers and those who’d stop at nothing to take Piers’ magic for themselves—magic powerful enough to rule two realms.

	Piers and Wycke had better get their act together. Their lives and the fate of the human and magical worlds rests in their highly incompetent hands.
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	Thick, black smoke billowed down the hallway. Nyanda’s skirts tangled about her calves; she lifted them, the scuff-and-slap of her slippers on stone lost in the din as she raced to a window. Bright shards of stained glass littered the floor, the elegant depiction of a lion and a rose she’d passed every day for the past twenty seasons now nothing more than shimmering gaudy wreckage. She stepped through the rubble, rough stone abrading her palms as she leaned out the window, her grip on the sill rigid.

	Clash! Clang! Metal rang against metal down below. Swords, knives, farming tools. Whatever weapon came to hand. Screams of anguish rose from the castle courtyard, chased to the sky in a shower of sparks. Flames engulfed the buildings beyond. As far as the eye could see, thatched-roof cottages formed bonfires against the darkness—a nightmare world.

	Myrgren, the jewel of the mountains, ablaze. Seasons upon seasons of preparations. Gone!

	Acrid smoke stung Nyanda’s eyes, seared her nostrils. She conjured a magical veil, sealing the fumes from her face. Better. Much better, though heat continued to batter every bit of exposed skin. She couldn’t spare the effort for a full-body shield.

	Fairies darted past, streaking through the broken window for the forest. Bah. Fairies. Dine on the finest foods at the king’s table; run at the first sign of trouble.

	Or maybe not the first sign.

	Gargoyles broke free from the roof with a succession of sharp cracks, gliding away into the darkness on outstretched wings. They were no help against such a force. They’d bend their stony knees and swear allegiance to the enemy the moment the battle ended.

	Fickle beasts.

	Nyanda lost the option of surrendering when she’d thrown her lot in with the Myrgrenian king. This land oozed magic. Magical creatures flocked here to bask in the energy—energy she’d harnessed. But, since she’d learned to use the land, enemies would have to kill her to claim its strength for their own.

	How could this have happened? Rival sorcerers were no match for her powers. She narrowed her eyes. They’d chosen the wrong kingdom to attack.

	“Come to me,” she intoned. Staring past the carnage, she focused all her might on the summoning spell. Snow. Rain. Either would do. Dark, boiling clouds yielded no moisture. Why wouldn’t the heavens answer?

	Drat King Umbri’s sorcerer. Aberfrer’s power paled to hers. He must have learned to isolate her from the wellspring far under the earth. How many mages gave their lives to enhance his power? Had he found a familiar to amplify his abilities, cut Nyanda’s ties to the magical flow pirouetting beneath the castle?

	She’d not risen to her lofty position as Tirra Neu’s greatest sorceress without a familiar of her own. If she stood no hope of winning the battle, she’d escape with her life.

	“Chynne!” she shrieked, voice lost in the winds. “Chynne, come to me.” Nothing. No cry of outrage. No glowing red eyes. No comforting voice in her head.

	Where had the faithless creature gone? He should have returned by now.

	Nyanda closed her eyes, throwing her strength into reaching out. “Chynne! Come! I need you!” No familiar mind reached back. No scaled head pierced the mist.

	This should have been her moment of triumph, not defeat! Well, the enemy underestimated her if they thought she hadn’t planned for the worst.

	Pounding echoed from below. Nyanda leaned farther over the window ledge. A battering ram she’d not sensed till the mighty oaken beam hit the castle doors. The enemy had dampened her powers. They might as well have blinded her. With their forces defeated and Nyanda unable to summon aid, Myrgren would soon fall.

	She refused to abandon plans put into motion long ago. If she couldn’t succeed one way, she’d find another.

	Darting back the way she’d come, she passed a maid in the hallway. “Bring my son to the tower this instant.”

	The maid’s face went white, yet the pitiful creature managed to fumble a curtsy. “Y… yes, my lady.”

	No time to waste coddling the weak-minded. “Now!”

	The timid mouse fled. Of course, the servants feared Lady Nyanda Gimitri. She could destroy the silly git with a single thought.

	But not defeat an army.

	Nyanda took the stairs two at a time, gripping the handrail to pull herself along. Finally, she flung open the tower door and stormed inside. Preparations. So many preparations to make.

	She brushed past her ornately carved canopy bed, ignoring the jewels laid out on a table by her ladies’ maid for the coming day. Possibly Nyanda’s last day. Only cowardly bastards attacked at night.

	A wardrobe sat across from the bed. Embroidered tapestries draped the walls; sumptuous rugs covered the floor, barely fighting back the ever-present chill. For a low-born lass, she’d amassed enormous wealth in the mountain king’s service.

	What did she need? Gold. Certainly gold. Jewels. Her grimoire. She couldn’t let her innermost thoughts fall into enemy hands.

	She secured her carefully selected belongings into a travel bag.

	A tap came at the door.

	“Enter!”

	The maid peered inside with wide eyes, a bundle clasped to her chest. “H… Here is your son, my lady.”

	“Place him here.” Nyanda waved a hand to indicate the worktable.

	“There, my lady?”

	“Do you not understand my words, woman?”

	A quivering, flighty little thing, the maid drew closer, one tiny step at a time, toward a table more likely to contain the entrails of a dead—or dying—animal than a small child.

	“Oh, for the love of the ancestors. Give him here.” Nyanda snatched the baby from the cowering woman’s arms. “Take your leave.”

	The woman bustled away. Nyanda listened. Tap, tap, tap, went the maid’s footsteps. No one must discover the whereabouts of Nyanda’s secondary plan. Making an entire castle forget her child’s existence took too much time. A wave of her hand, a word, and the footsteps ended with a satisfying scream, thud, then silence. Nyanda smiled with grim determination.

	Cunning, she had. Time? Not so much.

	Clutching her infant son to her chest with one hand, her travel case in the other, she stood before the ornate floor-to-ceiling mirror. Mirrors weren’t required for portals, but they sped the process, and she’d no time to lose. She chose the easiest destination to access in a hurry, placed the case on the floor, and swept her hand in a series of circles. Nothing! Forming another pattern, she tried again. No portal opened behind the glass.

	Damnation! No escape. What to do, what to do?

	Something she hoped she’d never have to—desperate times. One side of her mouth curved upward. Her enemies underestimated her again. But she must work fast.

	She placed her child on the worktable.

	A golden box on a high shelf yielded a handful of stones. Diamond? No. Too hard. Ruby? Too powerful in its own right to accept her will. Sapphire? Garnet? Ah, blue topaz. Perfect. Not too precious, but worthy of its purpose. She placed a gem the size of her thumbnail on her workstation, lighting incense with a moment’s thought to increase her focus.

	“Son of a king, with magic born, now magic borne, this is my gift. Fulfill my desires, son of a king, king of all lands.”

	The gem glowed with inner fire. She pushed as much of her magic as she dared into the polished stone. Too much might expose her ruse. The invaders expected the sorceress Nyanda, not a weakling novice.

	She unwrapped her son’s swaddling, staring down at eyes so much like her own, the light blue of winter ice, or the topaz. Deep blue highlights already formed in the wisps of his dark brown hair. “There you are, my king’s son.” The smile on her lips wouldn’t be called maternal. As with her spells, this child served a purpose, else she wouldn’t have gone through the trouble of giving birth.

	The babe lay naked on the table, kicking chubby legs, displaying toothless gums in a grin. Nyanda nearly turned away. Her heart softened for a moment, a sob threatening to escape her mouth. Once, she’d fantasized about a mate and children. The frivolous dreams of a foolish girl, stripped away by harsh reality.

	Affection? No.

	The poor, hungry country girl relinquished childish daydreams long ago. Nyanda survived. She hardened her heart once more. The realm’s most powerful sorceress couldn’t afford affection. Let hearts guide lesser beings.

	Placing the topaz on the child’s chest, she swayed, repeating her spell, “Son of a king, with magic born, now magic borne, this is my gift. Fulfill my desires, son of a king, king of all lands.” Words weren’t necessary at her level of power; she found them comforting all the same.

	The stone sank into delicate skin. The child screamed, thrashing about on the table. Nyanda held him down, watching the stone slowly disappear until completely hidden in flesh.

	The cries turned to whimpers, the child’s bottom lip trembling. Fat tears rolled down the sides of his face. Nyanda carefully rewrapped her son.

	By the ancestors, the child’s magical capacity already grew, and he’d yet to see his first winter. When her gift came to fruition, he’d possess unspeakable power. Oh, to see those days herself, the terror he’d wreak on the world. Kings would bow at his feet.

	He’d show no mercy.

	Once he’d set her plans into motion…

	She lifted a silver wristband, inlaid with runes, and incanted, “Until the time comes, you shall be hidden; none can discern the truth of you, a mere mortal until your time is due.”

	Clash! The clang of swords grew closer, echoing up the stone stairway near her rooms. No! Not yet. A woman screamed. A warrior’s cry ended abruptly.

	The enemy breached the castle. First, they’d capture the royal family, then come for her. Time would soon run out.

	She must hurry. Closing her eyes, she pulled at the arcane thread she’d planted long ago. The link caught, struggling against her summons. Finally, the tension eased. Good girl.

	Nyanda cast a quick spell, allowing the princess safe passage.

	Princess Saris tapped gently, peering into the room, golden eyes wide. She shook, but to her credit, she approached.

	“Safe passage” came in the form of a grizzled, broad-shouldered guard. The man said nothing, showed no curiosity, though he’d never been allowed into Nyanda’s domain before. The imbecile didn’t appreciate the honor. His snow-white hair and golden eyes marked him as kin to the royal family. His position clarified the connection as distant kin.

	“Come in, come in.” Nyanda took a deep breath to mask her tension. She’d never get her way by yelling. “I have a task for you.”

	“Yes, Lady Gimitri?” Princess Saris trembled in her velvet slippers. Even now, her family must be searching for her, preparing to hide from a fate they’d not avoid.

	“I am a sorceress. Our enemy cannot allow me to live, but my little Pieravor doesn’t share my talent. I can’t let him share my fate.” Sincerity. Never Nyanda’s forte. She attempted an earnest, protective tone. “He’s no threat to anyone. You’ve played with him. You know he’s merely an innocent babe. Promise me you’ll hide him. Tell no one of his existence. Let him live.”

	The princess’s eyes grew wide. Having seen fifteen winters, she’d join with some noble in a few seasons and whelp children of her own—if King Umbri saw fit to let her live.

	Not Nyanda’s problem, as long as the girl accomplished her task before succumbing to death.

	Nyanda handed the bundled child to the princess, kissing the boy’s forehead, as might be expected of a mother seeing her offspring for the last time. “Now go. Your family waits for you. But hide Pieravor first.” Then, with a final touch to her son’s forehead, Nyanda transferred her familiar’s loyalty, wherever Chynne might be.

	She opened a hidden door at the back of her tower and pushed the girl through. The guard glared at the blatant disregard of royal protocol but followed the princess. A prickle of magic brushed Nyanda’s skin when the pair swept past, but from the guard or the princess? It couldn’t be the princess. Poor, bland little thing, with no redeeming qualities except her biddable nature and heritage, now more a burden than a blessing.

	Nyanda thought for a moment of leaving too, but any decent practitioner could track her with the precision of a hunting hound, or worse, set actual hellhounds on her. Aberfrer would scent her magic the moment he gained entry to the castle. This route would lead to a slower, more ignominious capture and death. Covetous old fool. No escaping now.

	He’d never catch her scent on her son.

	Closing the secret door, Nyanda gave a grim smile. “Goodbye, little Pieravor Gimitri. Future king.”

	She sat at her vanity, ignoring her wildly pounding heart while combing her hair and applying scent to her neck. She’d meet her end with dignity.

	Incense still scented her rooms. She retrieved and placed her grimoire on her worktable. “Words within belong to me; none shall read, save Gimitri.” There. The best she could do on short notice.

	She slipped the book back into her travel bag.

	A tiny silver wristband lay on her worktable. What? No! She snatched the band and ran after the princess.

	The tower door smashed open. “She’s here!” shouted a man with a captain’s insignia on his armor.

	The band fell from Nyanda’s fingers.

	Too late.
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	Saris waited behind the hidden door with her faithful guard, his battle-scarred face less scary now than when she’d been a child.

	“Princess, we need to flee.” Sir Lyvianne brandished his sword toward the downward-leading stairs.

	“But she has magical artifacts. Maybe we can find something to help.” Not that Saris possessed enough power to use them. She must try. Her family depended on her. Her people depended on her. A crash sounded on the other side of the door. Guards barked orders.

	Had Lady Gimitri surrendered without fighting to allow Saris to escape with Pieravor?

	Saris barely breathed, straining her hearing. The child blinked up at her from his bundle of blankets. Good baby. One wail would give them away.

	The shouting faded. Saris cracked open the door. Nothing. Silence. “Lady Nyanda?”

	Lyvianne stopped Saris from opening the door farther. “Highness. Allow me.” Shielding her with his armored bulk, he stepped from their hiding place.

	Jewels lay upon a table. Soon ravagers would strip the room of any valuables, or rather, those not afraid the sorceress cursed her possessions. What did magical artifacts look like? How silly of Saris. If such things existed, wouldn’t the sorceress have used them herself?

	A travel bag sat before a full-length mirror. Had Nyanda intended to leave? Saris’s teachers told her of portals, usable only by truly skilled magical practitioners. She approached. If Lady Gimitri couldn’t escape, Saris couldn’t.

	Besides, she’d never leave without her younger brother.

	Despair. Saris stared down into the sweet face of the baby in her arms. Little Pieravor squirmed in his wrapping. His mother spoke the truth. The enemy would not allow this child to live. If captured, Saris might survive, to be bound to someone of the conquerors’ choosing. At least she’d be alive.

	“Sir Lyvianne?”

	“Yes, Highness?” Sir Lyvianne bent at the waist, putting himself at eye level.

	He started when she handed him the child. “Take him, go through the secret passageway. Ensure this child lives.”

	“What about you?” His anguished expression held more sentiment than professionalism. He’d lost a daughter many seasons ago and now doted on his charge.

	Saris stared longingly at the door. She could run. She could hide. Lyvianne would keep her safe. Her heart pounded.

	No. Nyanda’s infant wasn’t the only child at risk. Saris’s four-winters-old brother needed her—the closest thing to a mother he’d ever known. As a princess of royal blood, she’d be more valuable to him as a captive than free, and more valuable to her captors alive than dead.

	She must ensure her enemies offered Wycke the same mercy. If they found older brother Radre guilty of aiding a plot against the high king…

	Wycke would be all alone.

	Saris gave a sad smile. “If I go with you, they’ll never stop searching. I’ll stay to give you a chance.” I am Princess Saris of the Bertillian line. I will not desert my brother or my people to save myself. Sweet little Pieravor must live, though. He’d done no wrong. If known, would the child’s father offer sanctuary?

	“I am sworn to protect you, Princess Saris. I cannot…”

	If she told Lyvianne her actual plans, he’d never leave her side. Saris pulled herself up to her full height, still well below Sir Lyvianne’s. “I order you to take this child. Go! Protect him with your life.”

	Lyvianne sheathed his sword, clutching the child to his chest. “I will do your will.”

	Saris lifted the travel case with both hands. So heavy! “I’m not sure what’s in here, but it must be important. Take this with you.” The chink when she lifted the case spoke of coins. Lyvianne and the child needed money to support them wherever they went.

	“Yes, Highness.” Lyvianne bowed.

	They stood before the mirror, the princess, the child, and the warrior. Saris kissed the child’s forehead. Never again would she sneak to the nursery to play with him when his mother wasn’t around. Her heart ached for the soon-to-be motherless boy. “If only there were a safe place to send him.” Madness! She had no magical abilities to speak of. A portal wouldn’t open.

	She prayed to every god she’d ever heard mentioned, tossing in the ancestors for good measure.

	Crash! came from outside the door. Too close! “Go!” Saris hissed, “Now! Take the secret staircase.” She hurried toward the door to distract anyone approaching, pausing to give one last look.

	Lyvianne and the baby were gone. Where? They couldn’t have crossed the floor so quickly.

	Something sparkled on the floor. A tiny but ornate silver wristband. Power danced along many etched runes. Something changed when she touched the smooth metal.

	A power suppressor? Child-sized? Why? For Nyanda’s son? But she said Pieravor possessed no magic. The child couldn’t use such a talisman now, but no sense in wasting good spell crafting. Not when the band might yet prove useful.

	Clangs and screams came from the hallway. Any second now.

	No telling where the staircase came out. The tower was too far from the city walls to avoid the fighting. Beneath her lay the older part of the castle, seldom used but far from Wycke’s room.

	Would he even be there? Could she find him, flee with him? Maybe the elves would take them in.

	No. Their father had destroyed any goodwill with the nonhuman races.

	Still, she must try.

	She darted to the secret door. Where was it? Saris banged on the wall, ran her fingers over the stone. Nothing but wall!

	She ran back toward the only other entry, passing the mirror. Waves shimmered in its depths. A portal? The moment she approached, the shimmering vanished.

	At her back, the main door banged open.

	Too late.

	Securing the band in her bodice, Princess Saris Bertillian closed her eyes, took a deep breath, turned, and faced her fate.

	Six soldiers stood in the hallway, adorned with the purple sigil of the high king of Tirra Neu. All were armed, several of their swords stained with blood. She swallowed hard. Whose blood? Someone she knew? Her family? Please, no, not her family, though her body could soon join others of her people who’d not see the sunrise.

	She buried her hands in her skirts to hide their shaking.

	The tallest soldier wore an additional emblem on his armor, possibly marking him as a leader. His mouth opened and closed a few times. Then, for a moment, he froze in what might have been the beginnings of a bow. “Princess Saris.”

	Saris didn’t know the soldier, but his recognition might save her from a sword to the gut. She inclined her head. “I am she.”

	The soldier recovered his composure. “Come with me, please, and I beg of you, do not give my men a reason to harm you.”

	“I shall not.” She extended her hand.

	A furrow appeared on the man’s forehead. He gazed from her hand to her face.

	She placed her fingers lightly on his arm with deliberate motions as though he escorted her onto a dance floor instead of to possible death. Did he detect the slight tremor in her fingers?

	Were they taking her to the dungeon? Out to the courtyard for a public beheading? She’d heard of King Umbri’s justness when warranted and ruthlessness with enemies. Would he allow her family to live?

	The other soldiers fell into step behind them. Saris held her head high. She was the daughter of Gustaf Bertillian, King of Myrgren. No matter what awaited her, she’d go to her end with grace.

	Halfway down the stairs, she murmured to her escort, “Do my brothers yet live?”

	“I do not know, Highness.” At least her captor respected her position, if not her family. Better than nothing. He hadn’t said no. She’d cling tightly to any hope.

	At last, they emerged onto the main level of the castle—the reek of smoke, blood, and unwashed bodies mingled with leather, metal, and stale perfume. Courtiers lined the corridors, some in nightclothes, others appearing hastily dressed. Men wore their shirtsleeves unbuttoned, women minus their jewels—jewels likely now lining soldiers’ pockets. A little boy with wide eyes clung to his mother’s skirts.

	All stood against the walls at sword point. Saris’s heart went out to the boy, who appeared roughly the same age as her younger brother.

	She’d hastily thrown on the gown her maid set out the night before, leaving off brushing her hair, allowing the frost-white strands to fall down her back. A peek in the sorceress’s mirror said she’d made herself presentable. Smoke clung to the brocade fabric of her gown, her hair.

	At least she appeared enough of a princess to earn obeisance, both from the citizens of Myrgren and the enemy soldiers. The crowds parted, dropping into bows or curtsies, letting her pass.

	The… captain? … led her through the great hall, a place of celebrations, balls, and her father meting out judgments. Now someone else sat in the seat of honor to pass judgment.

	On her.

	Saris tuned out the whispering around her, placing one foot in front of the other. Doom, doom, doom pounded the blood in her ears.

	Tension wound in her chest, laboring her breaths. Today could very well be her last. She staggered. Her escort caught her, keeping her upright. “All will be well, Princess,” the man said, giving her a sad smile. “You’ll see.”

	Spotting a small form crowned with familiar white-blond hair loosened the tightness around Saris’s lungs. “Wycke!” she nearly shouted, running the last few paces and collapsing onto her knees. Tears of relief slipped free of her eyes. Oh, thank the ancestors. “You’re here. You’re safe.” Who cared for decorum? Saris wrapped her arms around her brother, kissing his cheek, his chin, his forehead. “Are you unhurt?”

	Wycke clung to her. She must stop scaring her brother with her crying. Wycke. Scaring Wycke. She whipped her head up, scanning her surroundings. No mages. No sorcerers. At least not yet. Hiding her actions in a hug, she slipped the band from her bosom, placing the runed metal around her brother’s wrist. The thing warmed under her touch. The band seemed larger now, the perfect size for Wycke’s arm. “Do not remove this for any reason.”

	Wycke nodded against her shoulder.

	May the band indeed be a magic suppressor. Suppose any mages discovered Wycke’s abilities. In that case, they’d create some offense, some bogus reason to strip him of power for themselves, like Lady Nyanda and her followers. Saris shivered. Why had she gone to Nyanda instead of seeking out her family?

	No harm must come to Wycke. Saris’s older brother controlled less magic than a toadstool. Her mother taught her to hide her minimal gifts, but Wycke? Wycke possessed more magic than any Bertillian in centuries. A secret Saris had gone to great lengths to hide—even from her father and older brother. Wycke didn’t yet understand his potential but played along with Saris’s “game.”

	“Umm… Princess?” Her escort offered her a hand up. “You must take your places.”

	Slowly, Saris released her embrace but took a firm grip on Wycke’s hand, graciously accepting her escort’s assistance in rising. “Stay close to me,” she told Wycke.

	The soldier led her to a series of gilt chairs. How pretentious! The most garish judgment seats in history. She took her place next to her older brother Radre. Neither he nor their father, seated on Radre’s other side, acknowledged her. Why should they? They’d always considered her a mere girl, a puppet to their ambitions.

	Saris didn’t release Wycke’s hand.

	“Saris,” Wycke hissed, “what will they do to us?”

	“I do not know,” she replied, giving what she hoped passed for a smile. “But I won’t let anything bad happen to you.”

	The stiff set of Wycke’s shoulders relaxed somewhat. “Promise?”

	Saris poured every ounce of her strength into her vow. “I promise.”

	Throat clearing called her attention to the throne.

	Dark red hair spilled from the head of the solidly-built man sitting in her father’s place. His penetrating eyes appeared green from this distance. He dressed similarly to Saris’s soldier escort. However, his armor and boots were much better quality and had likely seen fewer battles.

	Behind the throne, a younger version of the man stood, face unlined by age.

	Wycke picked at the armband.

	Saris swatted his hand. “No. Don’t touch.” She shielded his hand in the folds of her skirt, bowing her head. Please let them not sense my brother. Please let them not sense Wycke.

	If they did, he’d be dead.
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	The purple sigil of House Hanaran filled the great hall of Castle Bertillian when Nyanda entered, surrounded by her enemy guards. Even in overcrowded corridors, all drew back from her presence. Only the captain who’d taken her showed enough lack of sense to lay hands on her person. Were she at full power, she’d make an example of the fool.

	The man shoved her forward toward the throne, stopping her halfway down the aisle.

	Time for the victor to gloat over the spoils. King Umbri, the high king of Tirra Neu, come to quash a threat to his reign.

	The Myrgren royal family sat in gaudy chairs at the front of the room: King Gustaf Bertillian and his whelps, all with their father's nearly colorless white hair and golden eyes. Would the white hair have bred true in Nyanda’s son if she'd gotten her way? Thank the gods Pieravor had taken after her and not his father.

	The guards deliberately kept her waiting, only bringing her forward after the royal family. Reminding her of her station? Why bother? No one dared dispute her superiority to these weak insects.

	A gauntleted hand pushed Nyanda onto the chilled stone floor near the throne. She'd make these beasts pay one day for sending her to her knees. Oh, how they'd pay.

	The long tables customarily used for dining formed a jumble against the walls, making room for the courtiers, servants, and other castle occupants still drawing breath. The elaborate tapestries covering the walls now mocked the defeated people with garish displays of past Bertillian deeds.

	Radre, eldest child and crown prince—or former crown prince—sat next to his father, defiance in the arrogant lift of his shoulders. Princess Saris, next in line in age, comforted her whining younger brother. What had she done with Pieravor? The girl with more courage than sense must've hidden him well.

	The compulsion spell guaranteed success.

	Nyanda paused, taking a deep breath. Blood of my blood. She couldn't feel her son. Where was he? Surely the little bitch hadn't… But no. Very faint, but alive. Hidden. But where?

	The youngest of King Gustaf's children clung to his sister, terror in his amber eyes. He'd always avoided Nyanda's tower. She'd scarcely laid eyes on him at all. The spare heir held no interest for her.

	Triumphant King Umbri stared down his stubby nose with a mixture of contempt and pride from the vulgar Bertillian throne. Twelve seasons of war now ended—so much death, especially among nonhumans determined not to take sides.

	Their neutrality hadn’t spared them.

	Guards stood at attention on either side of the high king. Behind him stood Crown Prince Broen, the image of his father, who'd one day be high king—briefly. The copper hair and green eyes of the Hanaran line shone as true in the son as the father.

	King Umbri's gaze slid past Nyanda, giving no sign of recognition. Good. He'd either not seen through her glamour the one time they’d met before, or poor memory meant he didn't recall her visit to his pretentious palace.

	He'd been deep in his cups at the time.

	Already the Bertillian family banners lay in shreds on the floor. Fires roared in all eight of the hall's hearths. Thin-blooded lowlanders never could tolerate cold. Winter hadn't yet arrived, with its ice and snow, months spent cut off from the rest of the world, except via portals, for those powerful enough to manage.

	Someone had cut off those escape routes.

	“Gustaf Bertillian”—King Umbri omitted the title of “king”— “you are charged with treason, with plotting against your rightful ruler, among many other crimes. What say you for yourself?”

	King Gustaf remained silent. No use denying common knowledge. He'd conspired to depose Umbri and rule Tirra Neu himself, killing anyone standing in the way. Wicked old goat.

	“You say nothing. What of your children?” King Umbri waved his hand in the direction of the three young Bertillians. “Will you not speak on their behalf?”

	Gustaf, like Nyanda herself, considered offspring a means to an end, a legacy. Would he cooperate with his conqueror to spare their lives or remain selfish to the end? If so, the Bertillian line ended here.

	A pity. The Bertillian children were all so pretty. Gustaf would have soon bartered them off to gain allies, with Nyanda steering him toward what worked best for her. The crown-wearing walking dung heap refused to share his kingdom? There were other ways to gain power than become the arm ornament of Gustaf the Ill-mannered.

	She searched the hall, sensing none of her followers. Of course not. They'd have been caught and stripped of their magic by now. Or escaped to save themselves. Of little matter. The faithful ranged throughout Tirra Neu, able practitioners of magic who recognized her strength.

	They'd name her a martyr after this day.

	King Umbri spoke again, booming voice filling the hall. “If you will not speak for your children, then I will. Your father, and your father's father, served Tirra Neu well, loyal to their responsibilities. In repayment for their lives, lost in defense of Tirra Neu, the name Bertillian will not be wiped from the realm.

	“Your heir, Prince Radre, will rule in your stead, provided with my chosen counselors. Should he follow your treasonous example, he'll share your fate. However, if he restores honor to the Bertillian name, long may he rule.”

	Ah, the prince got to live. Nyanda could work with the high king's generosity. With any luck, he'd unknowingly name some of Nyanda's devotees to the council.

	King Umbri shifted his gaze from the oldest son to Princess Saris. “Your daughter is near the age for finding a bondmate, is she not? Therefore, as insurance against Prince Radre choosing the wrong path, Princess Saris will accompany me to Dhugach, where her bonding will be arranged.”

	Prince Radre shot to his feet—the young idiot. “No. My sister is not a spoil of war, nor will you shame her.” No doubt Radre made plans for the girl to create an alliance of his own.

	Standing near the throne, Prince Broen remained impassive. He briefly dropped his guard, studying the princess with a mixture of pity and admiration, before staring out at nothing again.

	Interesting. The red-haired prince and white-haired princess? An intriguing match. Fire and ice.

	King Umbri twisted his mouth, annoyance clear in the sidewise sweep of his eyes. “I have no desire to shame your sister.”

	Saris stood, unbidden. “Your Majesty. I will gladly do your bidding, but please allow my younger brother to accompany me. Our mother died during his birth. He looks to me for guidance.”

	King Umbri rubbed his chin, gaze riveted to the princess, who somehow managed not to flinch, though she bodily shielded her little brother from sight. Finally, Umbri spoke. “The princess will bring her ladies with her, a bit of home, and protection of her honor.” He shifted his gaze to the youngest child—or what he could see around Saris’s skirts.

	The spare heir.

	The child held tighter to Princess Saris. King Umbri said, voice softer, kinder than when he'd spoken to Prince Radre, “Prince Wycke. You are too young to understand today's proceedings and have my sympathies. You, too, shall be my ward and come with your sister to my court.”

	He gave Prince Radre a scathing glower. “Should you prove an unsuitable ruler, your brother will be trained to replace you. Prove yourself suitable.”

	At last, the king of all Tirra Neu turned to the side, gaze meeting Nyanda's. In better days, she'd have sucked his soul out through his eyes. Once before, she'd passed up the chance and learned from her mistake. Instead, she let her hatred seethe. Let him know the taste of her disdain.

	“Lady Nyanda Gimitri, Sorceress of Myrgren. You stand accused of murder, necromancy, and willfully aiding a traitor. You've also used the powers given to you, not for the benefit of Tirra Neu’s citizens, but for personal gain.”

	Necromancy, bah! Those mages weren't dead when she took their souls to add their magic to her own.

	The arrogant high king waved a hand in her direction. “You do not need to plead. Your treachery is well known. For your crimes, you will forfeit your powers.” King Umbri murmured to one of his advisors. A death decree. Those who practiced sorcery could no more live without magic than air.

	Nyanda fought a smile. If only the king knew the full extent of her crimes.

	The guard on the left of the throne bent toward King Umbri’s ear, words too low for Nyanda to hear. The king's grave expression tightened; his full lips pulled into a frown. He nodded. “I understand you have a child, Lady Gimitri. Where is your son?”

	Princess Saris spoke up. “He… he's dead, Your Majesty. Lady Gimitri killed him herself to keep him from being captured and put to death.” She stared down at the stone floor as she spoke.

	Why the cunning little liar. She might make a suitable queen someday, after all. Nyanda hadn't even used the compulsion spell.

	“Is this true, Lady Gimitri?”

	“It is true.” Nyanda ignored titles or honorifics. This “king” wasn't fit to tie her boots.

	Umbri leveled his gaze. “Where is his body?”

	Nyanda spoke coldly. “Scattered on the cobblestones under the eastern tower.” What a lovely flinch from the man who'd put many to the sword today. “I threw him from the tower window, saving you the trouble of executing a child.”

	Several gasps escaped the surrounding nobles. Even King Umbri failed to hide a blanch. “I do not kill children!”

	She spat, “Tell that to the elves.” Dry forest leaves kept fires burning for days in the mountains, though which side started the inferno remained a mystery. Survivors fled from their ruined homes. Elf bodies, young and old, littered the smoldering forest floor.

	King Umbri narrowed his eyes. “I would not have killed your son. But, if you did so, then you doubly deserve your fate.” He spoke quietly to his advisor.

	The advisor approached the children, accompanied by two more guards. Did he honestly fear three helpless whelps? Combined, their magical abilities couldn't light a candle.

	The royal brats rose, following the guards from the room, Prince Radre, head held high, and Princess Saris, clutching her little brother's hand. The princess openly wept now, casting a backward glance at her father, who'd certainly never shed a tear for her.

	The youngest child screamed, fighting to get to his father. Why, Nyanda couldn't say. The odious old toad had never been much of a parent.

	Princess Saris wrapped her arms around the youngster, who screamed, “Father! I want Father!”

	The boy’s father never once looked his way.

	After a few moments of hissed conversation, the princess wrestled the little pest from the room. Prince Radre offered no help. What a weak king he'd make.

	Perfect.

	Now, to act quickly. Nyanda closed her eyes, lips barely moving as she chanted. The thread connected. She smiled, funneling essence over the strand.

	King Umbri spoke again after the children were no more than muffled complaints from behind a closed door. “Lady Nyanda Gimitri, come forth.”

	Nyanda rose on shaky legs, which her skirts hid. Anyone watching might mistake the trembling for fear. But, no, she'd merely knelt on the hard stone too long.

	Her guard shoved her forward. She stumbled, nearly falling. The same guard pushed her to her knees before the king.

	Bastard. He'd pay. They all would.

	“Lady Gimitri. While I owe some measure of loyalty to the Bertillian family, you have made a name for yourself with your dishonorable acts, some too heinous to mention. I'm surprised you haven't betrayed the king you claim to serve.”

	Only because King Umbri overthrew him before Nyanda got the chance. Saying so wouldn't help her case. She remained silent. Head bowed, she slowly moved her fingertips, using a bit of her remaining magic to create a little gift for the high king. Likely, the king’s sorcerer was the one blocking much of her magic, leaving her barely enough to accomplish her goal.

	As an afterthought, she spared some for the guard who'd shoved her.

	She knew what came next, the pain in her near future, for she’d often inflicted the same agony on others. Hers would be the first formal execution this day, followed by King Gustaf's and other nobles implicated in the plot to depose King Umbri.

	The fool of a king, Gustaf, threw away his life and legacy to win a throne he'd never sit upon.

	No, they'd all have served King Pieravor. The battle only bought them time. Despite the efforts of both kings, Pieravor would one day rule Tirra Neu, and so, therefore, would Nyanda, once she took back her gift and ruled in her own right. What a satisfying thought.

	The sorcerer who'd managed to thwart Nyanda’s powers stepped forward, hiding King Umbri from her view. Too late to protect the king from her wrath. “Aberfrer,” she snarled.

	The scarlet robes of his station flowed around Sorcerer Aberfrer. Nyanda disdained scarlet. The shade clashed horribly with her coloring.

	Magic crackled around Aberfrer. Yes, powerful. Not as powerful as she'd been, but clever enough to overcome a superior enemy, apparently. He circled her, stroking his short, white beard.

	“I don't sense the power I'm told this lady possesses.”

	“I've exhausted myself on castle defenses,” Nyanda snapped. “Or haven't you noticed a battle outside?”

	“That is of little matter. For your treachery, your power is forfeit.” The sorcerer chanted. He might fool the king into believing he enacted justice. But, in truth, he wanted to add Nyanda's formidable magic to his own. How many mages and lesser sorcerers had he drained to reach his level?

	A searing knife slashed through Nyanda’s middle. No screaming, she refused… No! No! No! The pain! Agonized wails escaped her. On and on. By the ancestors, stop! Hands balled into fists, her fingernails bit into her palms.

	She burned! Waves of heat left her body, pulled by force, igniting every nerve. Pain gave way to despair. What she'd worked so hard for, taken so quickly. Images passed before her eyes: her childhood on the farm, the outlaws killing her parents, crying over their dead bodies, her dead lover, finding the dying mage…

	She fought, doubling over. No! Her life couldn't end this way!

	Yet, Pieravor lived.

	Blood thudded in her ears, a steady beat to focus on. She placed her hand against the floor, leaving a bloody handprint. Tired. So tired. Stretching out on the floor would be nice. Rest a moment.

	She'd lose her life this day.

	But so would King Umbri and the bastard guard. With a last whispered spell, she set their deaths in motion.

	They’d follow her to the grave.

	Nyanda collapsed onto the stones, freeing her lifeforce with one final, labored breath.

	Through a fog, she heard Aberfrer say, “Her magic is gone, Your Majesty.”

	Her lips turned up into a smile. In a moment, she'd be dead.

	For now.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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	Seven Years Later, Human Realm

	 

	 

	“What did you learn at school today?” Uncle Lee asked.

	Piers bounded into the fourth-floor apartment’s living room where Uncle folded clothes on the couch. Uncle Lee wasn't very good at laundry, not like Mrs. Rice from down the hall. On occasion, she kept Piers, folding an entire basket of clothes without taking her eyes off the television.

	The apartment wasn't as nice as some of Piers’ friends' either, not roomy like the houses he'd been to, but Uncle Lee always said, “How much room do we need? You should try living in a barracks with two hundred other men!” He'd never quite explained what barracks were or why he'd chosen to live there in the first place.

	“I saw magic today!” Piers crowed. Attending a magic show beat his regular English class.

	Uncle stopped mid-messy-fold of a towel. “Magic? They teach magic in second grade?” He almost sounded outraged.

	“Yes! This man made cards disappear. He even pulled a rabbit out of a hat!” Piers noticed the hat wriggling before the magician stuck his hand inside and the cards disappearing up his sleeve, but the rest of the class shrieked with glee, so Piers joined in.

	Uncle Lee’s stiff posture relaxed. “You know it's not real magic, don’t you?”

	“I know there's no such thing as real magic.” What did Uncle think? That Piers was a little kid, easy to impress? “I searched the Internet after school to see what he did. It's all tricks, but still cool. Some of my friends think it's real.” Nice pretending, if only for a few moments.

	Uncle smiled, ruffling Piers' hair. “My boy is too smart to be taken in by fakers.”

	Piers glowed under the praise. Uncle gave praise quickly, angered slowly, and treated Piers like the most precious thing in the world. “Uncle Lee?”

	“Yes?”

	Piers dropped onto their saggy brown couch, slinging his bag to the floor. “You got lots of scars. Mrs. Rice says that must mean you fight a lot.” He'd never admit finding odd clothes and a sword wrapped in a blanket hidden in Uncle's closet. Some kind of uniform, maybe?

	Uncle sighed like he often did when Piers mentioned the neighbor. “Mrs. Rice ought to mind her own business. But yes, I served as a guar… soldier once, before my term of duty ended, and I came here to take care of you.”

	Which explained the clothes and sword, though the sword was only for decoration, wasn’t it? But, of course, being a soldier also explained the fascination with guns on the few TV shows they watched.

	Uncle Lee leaned back on the couch, laundry forgotten, a smile lifting the edges of his mouth. “Battles with enemy soldiers did provide the necessary training to convince a certain young man to eat his peas.”

	Peas. Yuck. But Piers loved Uncle's smiles. They reached all the way to his eyes. So, while Uncle couldn't cook very well, wasn't good at cleaning or folding clothes, Piers never wanted for anything. Unlike some kids in his class.

	Uncle Lee took charge in groups of people, too, barking out orders. No one questioned him, jumping to do whatever he said. He'd taken Piers' little league team to the playoffs. A few parents asked him for discipline tips.

	Who needed discipline tips when Piers didn't dare disappoint the only father figure he'd ever known?

	And if Piers needed school supplies, he'd come home to find them. More jeans appeared in his closet if he'd outgrown a pair. He never saw shopping bags or mailing boxes. Maybe Uncle made up for poor housecleaning by recycling.

	Uncle answered one question, now to ask another. Maybe Piers could work up the nerve to ask about his parents again. A teacher once mentioned how they didn't look alike since Uncle had light hair, nearly white, though he didn't appear very old, and his eyes were a light brown, almost golden. He wore sunglasses a lot to keep people from asking questions, but he'd finally stopped coloring his hair.

	Piers' hair was a combination of colors, primarily black or dark brown, with strange, natural blue highlights the kids teased him about. Uncle once argued with the school principal because students weren’t allowed to dye their hair.

	Piers changed schools the following week.

	Uncle had told the teacher, “We each take after another family branch.”

	Piers wished he were muscular, like Uncle, instead of a scrawny little thing. While hundreds of scars covered Uncle's body, he'd never explained the strange lone scar on Piers' chest. Mrs. Rice said he must've had heart problems as a baby.

	No family photos hung on the walls. Uncle said he didn't have any. Nothing hung on their walls. “Makes moving easier,” Uncle told him.

	Next question. “Why do we move so much?”

	Once more, Uncle stopped midmotion of folding a pair of mismatched socks. “Don't you like seeing different places? Going to new schools?”

	“But I can't make friends. Every time I do, I have to leave them behind. Timmy in math class says you're on the run from the law. Amy in English says you kidnapped me and have to keep moving, so no one finds us.”

	Uncle gave a strange-sounding laugh. “I used to move around for my job. I enjoy a change of scenery from time to time.” He made a terrible liar, but Piers and a classmate once spent an afternoon in the library searching the Internet. They found no record of Uncle Lee or a missing child matching Piers' description.

	Attending school with other kids to talk to made him realize the strangeness of his life. Uncle didn’t carry a cell phone. They didn't watch much television. Instead, they read books, though Uncle occasionally watched movies late at night, mostly about sword fights or sorcerers. He never spoke of family. Sometimes he mentioned waiting for a message from home but never said a town or country. He'd once spoken of a place called Terra New, or something like that.

	He'd then slapped a hand over his mouth.

	He'd also referred to their apartment as “barracks” more than once.

	“What do you do for a living?” Piers asked. “Mrs. Rice keeps asking. I didn't know what to say.”

	Just for a moment, Uncle's posture stiffened. Then he forced a smile. Piers always knew Uncle's forced smiles. “Mrs. Rice should mind her own business. Now, go clean up. Supper's nearly ready.”

	Piers washed his hands in their shared bathroom. Wait a minute! Uncle hadn't answered.

	Again.

	Piers also hadn't gotten around to asking about his parents.
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	Dressed in flannel pajamas, Piers crawled into bed. Uncle Lee came in, bringing a chair from the kitchen table.

	“What story will you tell me tonight, Uncle Lee?”

	“What story do you want to hear?” Uncle Lee settled in the chair beside the bed, a cup of tea in his hand. He knew so many great stories. “How about the magical realm?” Magic might not be more than tricks, but mages fought magical battles in the stories, and maids lit fires with a click of their fingers. “You love those stories, don't you?”

	“Yes!”

	“Elves and magic you shall have.” Uncle settled farther into his chair. “Many, many seasons ago, the gods created a magical world, filling it with all kinds of creatures.”

	“What kinds?”

	“Ogres, trolls, elves, fairies, sprites, and so many more. They all lived in relative harmony. Then, the gods added humans.” A note of caution crept into Uncle Lee's voice. “The humans were suspicious by nature, prone to judge anyone different from themselves. They thought they were better than the other inhabitants of their world.”

	Piers leaned back against his pillow, pulling the covers to his chin. In his mind, he saw the magical creatures. He often dreamed of them. Occasionally, those dreams turned to nightmares, something bad searching for him. But elves were good. Fairies, pixies, and others. “Were there dragons?”

	“As big as a house!” Uncle Lee poured on the drama, spreading his arms wide. “The humans built cities whereas the other folk lived off the land. So, the humans put up fences and built huge castles, claiming the land for their own.”

	“I bet the elves weren't happy.” Piers wouldn’t have been.

	“Not a bit. The humans grew so numerous, they threatened the existence of the others. Then, they did the worst thing imaginable.”

	Piers' heart hammered in his chest. Uncle told such good stories. He almost made Piers feel a part of the action. “What?”

	Uncle Lee prolonged the moment by taking a sip of tea. Then, finally, he dropped his voice to barely a whisper. “Many of the creatures who lived there wielded magic.”

	“Even humans?”

	Uncle Lee nodded. “Some. But the humans got greedy, used their magic to name themselves kings and queens, and they tried to rule over every other living thing.”

	“Then what happened?” These stories were supposed to make Piers sleepy. But, instead, he sat wide-eyed, hanging on every word.

	“The gods split the world into pieces. One became the human realm, where humans could live among their own kind but not take their magic with them. Many humans fled to this new world, but a few stayed in the magical realm. There, the gods only gave power to humans who'd use their abilities to benefit all.”

	“So everything turned out okay?”

	“No. There were mages, the humans who could wield magic. One day, a mage struck another in anger. As the wounded mage died, his power left his body and entered the murderer. Since the murderer was a wicked man already, his hunger for power grew. He killed more mages, making himself very powerful. He became the first sorcerer.

	“Other, less evil sorcerers arose after his betrayal. The high king chose the most trusted among them to help him rid the magical realm of such wickedness.”

	“Did it work?”

	“Yes, and no. After the great purge, humans with magical abilities were closely watched to ensure no one tried to seize control again.”

	“Did any?” Piers easily imagined men in robes, cackling in wicked glee.

	Uncle Lee's expression turned grave. “There once lived a village girl who possessed a small amount of magical talent, which she used to help her family's plants grow. She lived on a farm, you see. Bandits came to her village, burning crops and killing the villagers.”

	“Oh no! Did she live?”

	“Yes, she did. The only one in her village. She watched her parents die from where they'd hidden her in a wall of their home. After the bandits left, she went door to door, looking for survivors. She only found lifeless bodies. Friends, family. Even the young man she'd hoped to join with.”

	Piers pictured the girl crying over the boy. He'd never lost anyone close to him. He'd never had anyone to lose but Uncle. “I'll bet she was sad.”

	Uncle Lee nodded. “The deaths saddened her at first, but she grew angry, wanting revenge. Then she found the village healer barely clinging to life, a mage of some small skill. With power taken from the healer, our village lass set off after the bandits. One by one, she killed them. With each, she grew more vindictive, more ruthless. Once she'd killed them all, she brought down fire, burning her village to the ground to keep anyone else from claiming the belongings of those she’d known and loved.”

	“What did she do then?” Had Piers' parents been murdered? Was that the reason Uncle Lee never spoke of them? Piers used to tell some of his bedtime stories to Mrs. Rice, who claimed they were far too brutal for a seven-year-old. Seven winters, as Uncle said. Piers loved those stories and just stopped telling them to others. They belonged to him and his uncle.

	“Her grief drove her mad. She vowed never to be vulnerable again.” Uncle Lee paused for another sip of tea. “So, she killed mage after mage, building her powers, until she became the most powerful sorceress ever to live.”

	“Wow! She must have been pretty powerful.”

	“Very. But also determined to make the rest of the world bow at her feet.”

	“Did the gods stop her? They stopped the other bad humans, didn’t they?”

	“I do not know the rest of the story, except she paid for her crimes with her life.”

	“The end?”

	“For now.” Uncle Lee planted a kiss on Piers' forehead. “Go to sleep and dream of magical creatures.”

	“Good night, Uncle Lee. I love you.”

	“I love you too, son.”

	Uncle left with his chair and mug, quietly closing the door behind him.
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	“Piers? Piers!” Something shook Piers' shoulder.

	Piers knuckled one eye. “Wha… What? Is it time to get up already?”

	The light wasn't on. Uncle always turned the light on to wake Piers. He never sat on the edge of the bed either, holding Piers' shoulders. “Piers, you must listen to me. We don't have much time. Your real name isn't Piers Adams. It’s Pieravor Gimitri. You are not from this human realm we live in.”

	“But—”

	“Shhh…” Uncle's words became more frantic. “Your mother practiced powerful magic, considered by some to be evil. She's dead. A friend told others who might harm you that you were too. I brought you here to the human realm to protect you.”

	Human realm? A powerful but evil mother? Magic? Magic wasn't real.  “Like the village girl in the story you told?”

	“Exactly.” Uncle took Piers' face in his hands. “We move around because some don't believe you died and seek to exploit you. They’ve found us. They'll be here soon. This time, they've put a tracking spell on me. I can't escape, but you can. You must go.”

	Even in the dark, Piers saw his uncle's brief smile.

	“I didn't realize when I left home with an infant how long we'd be together or that I'd never see home again. But I have come to think of you as a son. I'm so sorry I won't be here to protect you. I've packed your school things and some of your clothes. There's also a book, jewelry, and coins from your mother. I've sewn them into the lining of your backpack so no one else can find them. My friend would want you to have them. I tried to contact her, tell her we'd been found, but I couldn’t get a message through. If there's any way, I will, and she will send for you.” Uncle kissed Piers' forehead. “If you need money, sell the jewelry or coins, but never, ever, let the book out of your possession. Understand?”

	What? What was happening? This must be a bad dream. Please let Piers wake up any second now; go into the kitchen for runny scrambled eggs and burnt toast.

	Uncle let out a sob. What? Uncle never cried! He'd been a soldier. Soldiers didn't cry, did they?

	“Remember, my boy, good and evil are choices we make. No matter where we come from or who our family is, we determine our own fate.” Uncle Lee gathered Piers close. “I've laid out clothes for you. Get dressed, take your bags, leave down the fire escape. Find the nearest policeman. Tell them you need social services.”

	“But—”

	Uncle gave him a rueful smile. “I know I've forbidden you to play out there, but now you must go.”

	Go? Uncle wanted him to leave?

	Tears spilled over Piers' eyelids. Please let him wake from this nightmare! He wrapped his skinny arms around Uncle, soaking up comfort. “I love you, Uncle.”

	“And I love you, little one. Very, very much. I will give my all to protect you. Now, go. They'll be here soon. I’ll cast a confusion spell. Any who seek your magic will not find you.”

	Uncle paused at the door for one last look, backlit by the hall light. He wore the uniform he'd kept hidden for so long, the sword strapped to his back. “It has been my honor to serve as your protector. Go with the ancestors, child.” He shut the door firmly behind him.

	No! Piers ran to the door. Locked? This door didn't have a lock. He pulled on the clothes Uncle left for him and tried the door again. Nothing.

	His heart thudded. The hairs on his arms rose. Someone approached. Someone bad.

	Wiping his eyes with the back of his hand, he put on his backpack, slipped the strap of the other bag across his body, squeezing his stuffed cat to his chest. The backpack weighed much more than usual.

	They were coming. He'd never seen the ones Uncle spoke about but knew they were real.

	They'd haunted his dreams often enough. Something bad. Something very bad.

	He put on his tennis shoes and crawled through his window. The metal railing of the fire escape felt cold under his fingers. Dark. No streetlights. No lights shone from apartment windows.

	Shivers ran up Piers' arms. He wanted Uncle!

	Away. You must get away! Uncle's voice in his head?

	Piers climbed down the fire escape and darted across the street, slinking behind a trash can. He glanced at the apartment’s living room window.

	Flames flickered behind the glass.

	Uncle! He must save Uncle. A flash of lightning shattered the window.

	Run, Piers!

	Piers ran.
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	Prince Wycke woke alone, clutching at a rapidly fading nighttime vision. The same boy he always dreamed of, with startling eyes and traces of blue in his hair. He always seemed so sad, brightening upon seeing Wycke. Wycke’s heart ached at the pain on the boy’s face.

	Then the dream ended.

	No servant waited to help Wycke dress, waking him with news of the day. Instead, he bathed and dressed, combing out his hair as best he could on his own.

	Why did he dream of this boy? Was there some hidden meaning?

	For just a few moments, he hadn’t felt alone.

	Nothing much had changed in the seven winters since Wycke left a castle for a palace. Though he didn’t remember much about his time there, things he’d done, he missed the imposing structure of Castle Bertillian. Dark stone towers and spires, taloned fingers jutting high into the sky. Palace Hanaran, his current home, lay flat and sprawling, pink and white marble gleaming in the near-constant sun. The incessant hiss of the sea created a constant background noise. He perched on the window seat of his room, staring out over ceaseless waves.

	His small room at Myrgren Castle had contained a child-sized bed, a desk, and a chest for his clothes. Here, he’d filled an entire room with clothes and shoes. Another room contained matching chairs and a fireplace, a place to entertain visitors he never had. He slept in a bedchamber roughly four times the size of his old room, in a bed too big to fit into the tiny space he’d once called his.

	He’d traded a cramped room for a spacious prison.

	A ship sailed on the horizon. To distant lands? What marvels awaited the sailors in foreign ports? How he’d love to leave this place. Go on adventures. The palace servants called him a prisoner, kept to ensure his brother’s good behavior. By the king’s orders, armed guards followed him whenever he set foot out of the palace.

	They even stood outside the privy! Of course, the more they followed, the more inventive ways Wycke found to slip his leash and cause trouble. A frog in the right noble’s chair at dinner or setting mice loose at a ball. He took his fun wherever available, excelling at making those around him cry, “Wicked! Drat the boy!”

	He wrapped his arms around his knees. Home. He wanted to go home. To see snow again, gentle flakes of white covering the mountains, crunching under his boots. Kissing his face. Crackling fires in the fireplaces. Here, the heat made him sweat, sticking his clothes to his body. The fireplace in his rooms saw little use.

	He remembered fairies, ogres, gargoyles. Once, he’d even spotted a centaur. Few of those lived here. They preferred mountains. Only the occasional elf, fairy, or other small beings appeared in Dhugach. He’d catch the brief flash of a merman or mermaid’s tail if he stared at the sea long enough.

	Wycke didn’t miss his brother’s bullying and had rarely seen his father, let alone remembered shared moments. Few memories at all remained of the first four winters of his life.

	But he remembered snow. Mountains. Tall spires. He’d seen a dragon once. Or maybe he’d dreamed of a wing-shaped shadow on the ground. Was the boy he dreamed of a half-forgotten friend he’d made at the castle? Wycke shook his head at his silliness. Just a dream. Nothing more.

	A pair of fairies flitted by the window, holding hands. The roofs here weren’t high enough to house the gargoyles he’d seen gracing the roofline of his old home. Once, one made a face at him through the window and flew away, giggling.

	Home. Where he’d been a prince, second in line to the throne. First now, with his father’s death, unless his brother sired a son he’d not yet heard of.

	Not really knowing his father didn’t take away the sense of loss, especially when courtiers constantly referred to his orphan status.

	Saris insisted Father’s death meant he reunited with their mother, and their parents were now happy. Reuniting after death? Sounded far-fetched to Wycke, but he’d never doubt Saris out loud.

	Did life exist after death? Maybe. Maybe not, though he’d been told his ancestors watched over him, to help him in time of need. If thinking that something good came of Father’s death offered Saris comfort, why dash her hopes?

	What had life been like before Mother died? Saris said she’d loved the snow too, piling her children in furs for a sleigh tour of the mountain roads. Then, they’d return home to warm drinks.

	Wycke rubbed his hand over the silver cuff on his wrist. Remove the cuff, and he could bring snow, even here, if he but knew how. No. He couldn’t. Too many warnings from Saris.

	The door opened without a knock. In strode his least favorite person: his warden, or rather, his governess. “Lying about again, you lazy thing,” she snapped. “If the old king were still here, you wouldn’t be treated as a pampered prince. You and your bitch of a sister ought to be in the dungeon where you belong.”

	He never replied to the barbs anymore. Why did she continue? She'd broken out in boils the last time she’d said such a thing. Sometimes, even the cuff couldn’t defeat his magic when Wycke got emotional.

	The maid bringing a breakfast tray tittered. How many times had Wycke’s bed gone unmade, or he’d found something foul hidden in the covers? They picked on him because they knew he wouldn’t burden his sister with petty gripes. Who’d believe him if he went to the king?

	If only Saris were here.

	“My brother and I belong in the dungeon, do we?” Saris’s voice cracked, whip-sharp. Yes! Saris! With impeccable timing. She’d been raised from birth to be what she’d soon become—a queen.  She stood with her back to the door, her guard at her side. The maid slipped from the room in a hurry. “I must tell my future mate immediately. He can have us both relocated by nightfall. I’m sure he holds your opinions most highly. Do you think incarcerating a child might upset his subjects too badly?” Saris tapped a finger against her lips. “What is your name again?”

	She stepped more fully into the room, arms crossed over her chest. “Tell me, should my seamstresses fit my gown in the dungeon and risk sullying the silk? Will the king’s joining feast be held in a cell?”

	The governess paled. “Your Highness, I didn’t hear you come in.”

	“Obviously, or you wouldn’t have committed treason before your future queen.” Then, without glancing behind, Saris commanded, “Sir Broderick, the position of my brother’s governess doesn’t seem to appeal to this”—she cast a scathing glare hot enough to melt stone— “woman. Please have her removed at once.”

	Yes! Wycke could have crowed. If Saris allowed, he’d banish the governess to the middle of the forest in the blink of an eye. Or turn her into a toad. Untrained magic. Such a chancy thing.

	The guard who acted as Saris’s shadow moved quietly for a mountain of a man. “Yes, Your Highness. You are to remain here until I return.”

	“I know.” Saris sighed. “You don’t have to tell me every time we part.” She gave Sir Broderick an affectionate smile nonetheless. He’d been the one to escort her to her judgment, but he’d been kind when many wouldn’t have. That she’d been allowed to choose him as her personal guard showed their captivity wasn’t intended to be harsh, or so Wycke hoped. Then again, King Broen would deliver the moon on a silver platter if Saris asked.

	The former governess continued to sputter while Sir Broderick escorted her from the room. Good riddance. Wycke gave a sigh of relief. If only the sacking got the message through to the other servants who called him barbarian spawn.

	Saris’s haughty demeanor vanished the moment the door closed. She rushed across the room, arranging her skirts around her and kneeling at Wycke’s side by the window seat.

	“Why aren’t you in your classroom at this hour?”

	Wycke’s stomach soured. Alone, in a room designed for a dozen royal children and other high-born students. What nobility allowed their heirs to be schooled with the son of a traitor?

	Besides, the governess refused to teach him. “What use does an animal have for learning?” He used a teensy bit of power to mimic the governess’s voice.

	“Oh, Wycke.” Saris gathered him into her arms, the way he’d often imagined his mother doing if she’d survived his birth. “I’m so sorry, sweetie. You should have told me. The horrid woman should never have said those awful things to you. Why you need a governess at your age is beyond me. You need tutors now, who can teach you all you need to know about running a kingdom.” She brushed a strand of hair back from his brow with gentle fingers, giving a tentative smile.

	Wycke leaned into her touch. “Why do I need to know how to run a kingdom?”

	Saris shrugged, the delicate silk of her pale green gown sliding against itself with a papery hiss. “If anything happens to our brother, you’re next in line to the Myrgren throne. Besides, knowledge is power. Who knows? One day King Broen might turn to you for advice.”

	Advice from Wycke? Highly unlikely.

	“I’m glad you called me.”

	Wycke hadn’t called her. He’d merely thought of her.

	“One can only take so much hair dressing.” Saris pointed to the elaborate coif on her head. “I keep telling my attendants I intend to wear my hair loose, as is customary of Myrgren. Can you believe they wanted me to dye my hair brown? ‘The better to fit in,’ they said. Thank the ancestors they’re not a permanent part of the staff. Why I couldn’t use my own ladies in waiting to dress my hair remains a mystery. I believe the palace staff is conspiring to make my joining as painful as possible!”

	“We’re no longer in Myrgren,” Wycke reminded her, wincing when he recalled the words came from his governess. Saris? Dye her hair? The lovely white tresses, a trait passed down through the family? How dare anyone suggest such a thing!

	Though he’d heard the same comments about himself.

	Beautiful Saris, with her high cheekbones and intelligent eyes. Far more stunning than any of the local women, in Wycke’s opinion. He’d heard rumors of his own good looks between the curses about his parentage. He secretly suspected the people of Dhugach of hating him and Saris even more because they weren’t hideous, as local tales of the mountain folk claimed they were.

	“We are of Myrgren, as were our ancestors. Never forget that.” Saris’s mouth twisted into a worried frown. “Your summoning gains strength, your power growing every day. You must be careful.” She toyed with the band on Wycke’s wrist. “Even with this, your magic is determined to make itself known.”

	“I know. If anyone finds out, they’ll steal my power or make me do magic for them.” Saris reminded Wycke often enough of the fate Myrgren’s sorceress suffered when their father’s attempt to overthrow the high king ended in war. Although Wycke and his siblings left the hall before the high king delivered any punishments, Wycke still dreamed of the sorceress’ screams.

	“So right, little brother. We can’t allow anyone to take advantage, can we?” Saris gave Wycke’s nose a playful tweak. “That’s what the cuff is for. I believe Lady Gimitri created the magic-dampening band for her own child.”

	No more words were needed. Wycke learned long ago the story of how the sorceress murdered her son. Wycke’s mother could have saved her own life by sacrificing Wycke at his difficult birth but instead gave him the gift of life at the cost of her own.

	Servants didn’t mind their tongues around the small boy hidden under the bed. And Saris repeated stories when stressed, though outwardly, she remained calm about her upcoming joining day.

	She ran her finger along the band’s etched runes. “I cannot believe the thing still fits, the way the silver grows as you do. Strange. But useful. However, I can sense a bit of your power even with this.”

	“Sometimes, when I think something, it happens, even with the band.”

	“You must try to suppress it. We cannot allow anyone to find out about your abilities. I want you to remain here with me.” Saris sniffed back tears. “You’ll be the queen consort’s brother, after all. You can have whatever you want.”

	“Except my freedom.” Even to Wycke’s own ears, the words came out as a pout. But at least he wasn’t being forced to bond with a mate of the king’s choice—yet.

	“For now. The people have no reason to trust us. They consider us outsiders. But the crone lied. Old King Umbri wouldn’t have made us pay for our father’s crimes. King Broen doesn’t hold Father’s actions against us, or he wouldn’t make me his queen, instead of using me as a bargaining chip to the northern king to secure an alliance.” Saris’s smile appeared strained.

	“Do you want to be queen?”

	Saris opened and closed her mouth, then sighed. She ran fingers through her hair, winced when she reached a handful of hairpins, and dropped her hand. “What choice do I have? Father would have brokered a joining contract for me soon enough. At least Broen is kind. He’s been good to you too.”

	True enough. High King Broen had taught Wycke to ride, how to hunt— had even given him a horse of his own. “Do you love him?”

	Princesses shouldn’t snort so inelegantly. Or so his former governess said. “His father killed our father; how could I?”

	“But he doesn’t hold our father’s deeds against us. Why don’t you do the same?”

	Saris rose from her crouch and paced the room, skirts swishing across the floor. “My situation is different. I have no choice who to join with. He does. But if I don’t bond with him, how can I ensure he’ll take good care of you and not attack our brother? I’m doing the only thing I can. Love is not a part of the joining contract.”

	She used to read books to Wycke about brave knights and fair maidens. True love always followed. “Shouldn’t it be?”

	“There was no love between our parents. Father took many lovers, as did King Umbri. That’s the way of men.” Saris smiled, though her eyes shimmered. “One day, you’ll have a string of lovers competing for your affections. You’ll see.”

	Saris meant to reassure him, but Wycke doubted her words. People here looked at him with suspicion in their eyes. “Too many of the servants despise me because of our father.”

	Saris winked, putting on a show of a good mood. Even Wycke’s magic suppressor couldn’t hide the icy cold Saris felt inside. “Then my first act as queen shall be to replace the servants. The king will not be getting an easy mate.”

	“You’ll replace all of them?” Did Wycke dare to hope?

	Saris’s firm nod proclaimed her decision. “If needs be. Let’s let the people know I won’t take my position lightly.”

	Few of the existing servants merited so much as a second thought from Wycke. Maybe the head cook could stay. She’d learned to make his favorite dishes, brought cookies baked just for him. “My poor, motherless boy,” she’d say, then proceed to mother him herself. She never mentioned Wycke’s father.

	“Can we keep the cook?” Wycke asked, gazing up with hopeful eyes.

	Saris tousled his hair. “We can keep anyone you want.” She straightened. “Now, since you have time off from your studies, shall we stroll around the garden until my ladies seek me out? I want one last day of relative freedom before my joining ceremony in the morning.” Saris held out her hand, wriggling her fingers.

	“What about Sir Broderick?” Or the guards who normally shadowed Wycke’s every move.

	Saris waved a dismissive hand. “My future mate pays highly for Sir Broderick’s services as my personal guard. So, let’s make him earn his keep.” She grinned, appearing a young girl again, happy like she’d been before their capture. “He might scold me, but he always forgives me.”

	“Tomorrow, you’ll be joined.” Wycke didn’t want Saris to settle for a loveless pairing. But she spoke the truth. High King Broen treated them well.

	Saris sighed. “Yes, tomorrow, I’ll be joined.”

	Then she’d no longer be Princess Saris but Queen Consort Saris.

	Queen first. Wycke’s sister second.
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	A manservant woke Wycke the following day from dreams of the dark-haired boy. The governess usually sat in a chair, helping herself to Wycke’s breakfast. This man, though silent, saw to the bath, combed Wycke’s hair with no snide remarks about the color, then assisted him with dressing. Like his sister, Wycke wore his long hair unbound.

	Saris likely chose Wycke’s clothing herself: soft hide breeches tucked into tall, sturdy boots, typical of mountain attire. He couldn’t name the fabric of his tunic, the only part of his ensemble fashioned to local tastes, which matched the golden color of his eyes.

	The manservant eyed the silver cuff. Wycke pulled his sleeve down to hide the ornament he never intended to remove. Few locals possessed much magic beyond the ability to light a fire or slow a goose for catching. Still, the king employed mages and a sorcerer. Wycke had managed to stay beneath their notice thus far.

	He’d love training, learning to use his magic, but revealing his secret wasn’t worth the risks.

	When the servant nodded and left the room at last, Wycke glanced at himself in the mirror. While his brother resembled their father, handsome in a rugged way, Wycke resembled his sister, pretty in a more delicate fashion. A trait from their mother, whose portrait hung on Saris’s sitting room wall.

	He ran his hands over his heavily embroidered tunic, delicate stitchery depicting a winged horse and flowering vines. No use stalling. Today’s festivities would happen with or without him. Not attending would only hurt Saris.

	He’d never hurt Saris.

	A few servants crossed Wycke’s path in his trek from his room toward the chapel. His guard followed behind, muttering, “Traitor spawn.” Two tittering maids quieted, eyes downcast when Wycke passed. A few turned the other way as though they’d always intended another route. May Saris keep her promise to fill the palace with staff who won’t judge us by our bloodline.

	The noise level rose the closer Wycke came to his destination. The scent of cologne drifted down the hallway, an aromatic wraith sent to remind him he’d soon encounter hundreds of people. Most of them with hate in their eyes and a sneer on their lips for an enemy prince.

	He stood silently at the back of the crowd behind two richly dressed women, taking in bits of their conversation. The first spat, “What a shame he feels honor-bound to join with that… that girl.  There are so many better choices for a mate.”

	The second woman nodded, threatening to topple her massively piled hair. Wycke really shouldn’t have taken so much pleasure in their horror when they turned to see his face. No words needed. His smile said clearly, “Wait until I tell my sister.” Maybe some courtiers should leave with the soon-to-be ousted servants.

	The women’s gasps brought more attention Wycke’s way, prompting the crowd to part and let him pass. Conversations trailed off. He emerged through the wall of overdressed bodies and stopped short.

	Curses. His least favorite person. Besides his governess.

	While most of the court shunned him, they fawned over his brother—an eligible, unmated king. It made Wycke’s stomach roll. Hard to get used to calling his brother “King Radre” instead of the more colorful names he and Saris privately used.

	The insufferable ass carried himself with the arrogance of Wycke’s father, all stubborn pride, and “you are beneath me.” Or so Saris said.

	Judging by the silks, satins, and velvets of Radre’s attire, the kingdom of Myrgren hadn’t suffered overly since its overthrow. Wycke’s brother shamed Myrgren, wearing finery more fitting to Dhugach.

	King Broen had allowed Saris time to grow up, adjust to her lot in life, and learn her new home’s customs. Get to know him.

	That, or the high king hadn’t been too keen on joining young either. Saris even continued her schooling.

	Now, High King Broen planned to bond with the daughter of an enemy. Many thought the joining was a grand gesture to solidify the relationship between the high king and a lower court. Myrgren guarded the pass against the northern kingdoms, who’d not been a threat for ages. However, no one told the people of Dhugach the northerners were too busy feeding their people while trying to stay warm to attack anyone else. The locals still cast wary glances at the mountains from time to time.

	Of course, ogres, trolls, hellhounds, and other nonhuman tribes made the mountains their home too.

	Wycke saw how the young king followed Saris’s every move with his gaze, how he stopped speaking when she entered a room. Not to keep her from overhearing unpleasant business matters but to admire her. How could Saris not see? She might view her joining as a duty, devoid of love. King Broen adored her. Not only thought her beautiful but asked her opinions on matters of state. Let all know she wouldn’t merely be queen in name only. She’d be his co-ruler if she’d take off her blinders to see what stood before her.

	Radre saw. Judging by the knowing smirk, he’d take full advantage.

	“Brother,” Wycke greeted, giving his head the slightest inclination, the minimal respect allowable without a reprimand. He folded his arms over his stomach, covertly touching his wristband. If Radre knew of his power… No wonder Saris gave Wycke the cuff. No one craved power more than Radre.

	Radre glanced around at others watching and returned the greeting, though he didn’t refer to Wycke as “brother.” He never did. Although Radre now wore the title of king, Wycke remembered him heaved over, puking his guts out when Saris slipped a potion into his food for pulling her hair in assembly.

	“Wicked,” Radre said, the slightest hint of derision in his tone. “My spies tell me you insist on living down to your nickname.”

	“I try.” Wycke managed a grin. While he deserved the nickname, he was only guilty of about half the accusations. “I’m young yet. I’m sure I’ll think of new and better ways to be a nuisance with time.” He sauntered off; duty done. If the rotter needed to know where to sit, let him summon a page.

	Wycke had argued for the honor of seeing his sister down the aisle for her joining. Many said he craved the attention. No, he didn’t seek attention, but Saris didn’t want Radre escorting her, king or not. He’d only turn the event into something advantageous to himself.

	But Wycke lost the battle, taking his place on the side of the chapel reserved for Saris’s family—alone. Even the family of dwarves seated on the same side avoided him. Fairies flitted past, their giggles reminding him of chirping birds.

	Flowers hung from the rafters, intertwined with vines. A fair bit of magic tinged the air, glittering among the ribbons.

	Saris’s big day. Most in attendance didn’t care for their king making a bond pledge to a foreigner, though she’d been nothing but kind. To those who deserved kindness. The rest? Not so much.

	Several in attendance wore their hair tied back to display pointed ears, a boast of their elven heritage. However, most pureblood elves lost their lives in the war. Or so Wycke had been told. He tried not to gawk. Magical folk didn’t often appear in these parts.

	Blue-robed mages stood at the room's rear, austere faces out of place at a happy occasion. They’d probably worn those frowns while using magic to grow the decorations.

	While King Broen had lost both his parents, a circumstance he shared with Saris, there was no end to the nobles vying for seats of honor at this event. His side of the chapel filled to bursting, with many standing behind the seating. A few eventually took seats on Saris’s side of the aisle, but far from Wycke. No, mustn’t sully their reputations, even if they stole those places to see and be seen.

	Between Broen and Radre, someone should’ve arranged for the chairs to be filled. Where were the ladies Saris brought with her from Myrgren? Wycke had spent the better part of a day helping her create an invite list.

	He narrowed his eyes. Had the event planners chosen to show their true feelings by making the new queen appear abandoned? Had they conveniently forgotten or misplaced Saris’s invitations?

	Light-colored local stones formed the ancient chapel wing of the palace, instead of marble imported from a neighboring, conquered kingdom used to build the much-newer palace. Wycke didn’t know the names of the deities carved into the stone. The mountain folk prayed to ancestors to meet their needs instead of gods. Though, in times of battle, they hadn’t been too particular.

	The scent from the overhanging flowers cloyed the air, making breathing difficult. The officiant entered by a side door, resplendent in the purple robes of his station: Aberfrer, Royal Sorcerer of the Noble House of Hanaran, a position he’d earned after helping the high king win the war.

	What a mouthful. Like Wycke didn’t know the Hanarans started out with a poor shepherd, who’d managed to be in the right place during the right time to seize power.

	The high king dressed far simpler than Wycke expected. No silk? No satin? Well, maybe a bit. He wore the dark leather breeches of Wycke’s own people, contrasting with a deep purple satin shirt, a token of his heritage. He wore his auburn hair loose, with a simple circlet on his head instead of the enormous crown he wore to state affairs.

	Murmurings began around Wycke, too far away to discern, given all the empty places around him. Many probably gossiped about the handsome king. Others might look down on his acknowledging his intended’s traditions with his attire.

	King Broen wore a soft, expectant smile as he watched the entryway. At last, the flutist began the strains of some stately song. The footmen opened the doors at the back of the chapel. Radre swept through, Saris’s hand resting on his extended arm.

	During his time at the palace, Wycke had witnessed the occasional Dhugachian joining, all pomp and circumstance, jewelry and finery. Myrgrenians opted for more casual traditions.

	As she’d demanded, Saris wore her hair loose, hanging straight down her back, a fall of white silk. She clutched a handful of dust roses, which grew on the inhospitable plains south of the city. One of their mother’s simple citrine necklaces hung around Saris’s neck, matching earrings glittering in her ears.

	In a compromise of tradition, shimmering local silk formed a gown cut in the style of Myrgren—showing far less skin than Dhugachian custom. The pale golden color, also a Myrgren tradition, matched Saris’s eyes and jewels. Rich, colorful embroidery decorated the bodice.

	Like the king, Saris wore a circlet, yellow gold to his platinum. A few gasps came from the crowd and a buzzing of gossip. No denying their new queen’s beauty. She and Radre took their time meandering down the aisle, a stunning pair. Couldn’t they hurry a bit? The scent of the joining feast crept through the open windows, making Wycke’s stomach rumble.

	King Broen never once took his eyes from the vision soon to be his queen, a genuine smile playing on his lips.

	Saris didn’t smile, glance right or left, or gaze at her future mate. Instead, she kept her eyes on the floor.

	“She’s so demure,” Wycke heard from a few rows behind him.

	Demure? Saris? Bah!

	At the altar, Radre deposited Saris’s hand into Broen’s and retreated, taking his place in the chair next to Wycke’s.

	“Why didn’t you bring courtiers to fill the seats?” Wycke hissed. How shameful, no family or representation from Saris’s home country.

	Radre replied with unnecessary smugness, “Because the kingdom of Myrgren doesn’t support this union. Nor am I willing to empty the coffers with a retinue.”

	He’d certainly dipped deeply into the coffers for his outfit.

	“But you delivered our sister to the king’s hand.”

	Radre’s snake’s smile sent quivers of fear through Wycke’s belly. “Ah, you have much to learn about politics. Luckily, you’ll never be a ruler who needs to navigate his way through tricky diplomatic situations.” Myrgren guards stood at attention around the chapel’s walls, a show of Radre’s might. Totally inappropriate for a happy occasion. Whatever happened to the advisors King Broen sent? Shouldn’t they have reined Radre in by now?

	A mage held out two candles, one gold, one purple. Saris passed her hand over the gold wax, leaving a flame behind on the wick. Broen brushed his fingers along the side of the purple taper, lighting the candle. Next, the mage took Saris’s outstretched palm. Saris muttered a few words, and the mage held up the delicate yellow rose she’d conjured. The mage repeated the ritual with Broen, who offered a dust rose in a shade to match the beige ones in Saris’s grasp.

	The mage addressed the crowd in a deep, booming voice. “Their magic is compatible.” Weak, but compatible. In intricate waves of his hand, he left faintly pulsing power, forming ribbons around the joining pair. All handwaving nonsense. Power dwelt in words, right?

	The mage stepped back. Sorcerer Aberfrer took his place before the royal couple. “Princess Saris of House Bertillian, you may make your vows.”

	A page came forward, taking the candles and flowers.

	With a barely noticeable waver in her voice, Saris recited, “I come by my own free will. Such as I have is yours, from this day to the end of time. May magic forever be born of our union.”

	Chills ran up Wycke’s arms at the word “forever.” Magic.

	The sorcerer replied, “Your words bind you to this man, to be forever his.”

	Wycke paid close attention to the words and the movements of the sorcerer’s hands. Mages were not as powerful as sorcerers, nor as volatile; companion dogs versus mountain wolves. Both made nice with humans when it suited them. However, one bided its time until eventually ripping out its master’s throat.

	Next would come words to set Wycke’s teeth on edge, a flowery version of the king accepting his new queen as a glorified servant.

	Gasps sounded around the room when the high king broke tradition with his words. “I will not have you stay with me because you are bound. You come by your free will. I wish for you to remain by your free will.” Then he spoke the ultimate blasphemy for a king to say to a conquered foe, pledging himself to Saris as she’d pledged to Broen. “Such as I have is yours, from this day, until the end of time. May magic forever fill our union.”

	The mage beside Aberfrer sputtered, “But… but… Sire!”

	Broen used his best kingly voice. “I have spoken.” By his words, he declared Saris his equal.

	The sorcerer silenced the mage with a quelling glance. “High King Broen of House Hanaran. Your words bind you to this woman, to be forever hers.” Never would another king have promised himself this way.

	Half-hearted clapping resounded around the chapel.

	The resolution on Saris’s face brought tears to Wycke’s eyes. A captive, going to her doom. Could she not see the sacrifice Broen made for her?

	No, she wouldn’t. She’d only see chains.
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	A nameless noble, indistinguishable from the last dozen or so, toasted the couple. Blah, blah, blah. Wycke rested his head on his hand, elbow on the table, despite repeated glares from those around him. Please let this reception end!

	While people avoided Wycke, a few women brazenly sought Radre’s attention, an eligible king who hadn’t yet chosen a queen of his own. According to rumor, his bed never remained empty long enough to consider taking someone permanently into his life.

	Wycke could hardly wait to sully his own reputation by actually doing something worthy of ruin instead of relying on whatever nonsense the courtiers created.

	When the fawning wound down and Radre departed with a few willing bedmates, the king finally stood. Time to praise his queen’s beauty, drink a toast, then retire to bed her.

	Wycke cringed at the thought.

	Instead, King Broen said, “It is to my great horror to have discovered the ill-treatment my new queen and her brother have suffered at the hands of my people. My people! Who dared to dishonor my intended? She is my queen. I value her counsel. Any insult or threat to her or her kin is an insult to me. Queen Saris is a citizen of Dhugach. Her brothers are my guests. To make them feel less than welcome is to earn my wrath.”

	He sat. Murmuring stirred throughout the hall. Anyone bold enough to meet Wycke’s gaze quickly turned away. Hah! Take that!

	Even the king’s words couldn’t help Wycke’s acceptance but might at least calm the whispers, slights, and subtle abuse he’d suffered—if only while in public.

	The next day Wycke strolled the hallways. Servants flitted by, none stopping to gawk, laugh, or hiss. Nothing but new faces, except for the cook, who greeted him with a scone. He passed by Broen’s office on the way back to his rooms. The three white-faced event planners who’d likely conspired with Radre to keep Saris’s side of the chapel empty trembled as they fled the room. They left the palace shortly afterward.

	Wycke smiled.

	Long live Queen Saris.
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	Six Years Later – Human Realm

	 

	 

	“Freak!” The bully shoved Piers.

	Piers went down on his butt. He wouldn’t cry. He wouldn’t. Instead, he bit his bottom lip, balling his hands into fists.

	“Poor little orphan. I bet your parents didn’t die. They just didn’t want you.” The bully’s cronies laughed around them. No help there.

	Piers rose to his feet. They wouldn’t be the boss of him. Uncle taught him to stand up for himself.

	“The little baby’s gonna cry. Oh, boo hoo.” The bully scrubbed fists against his eyes.

	Which doubled Piers’ resolve not to show any emotion. Where were the teachers? How could they always disappear every time this overgrown toddler decided to pick on someone half his size?

	Six boys in all. Did they think themselves brave, taking on a kid two classes below them? If Uncle Lee were alive, Piers wouldn’t have to worry about anyone; he’d have learned to kick some ass.

	Fists by his sides, Piers fixed the bully with the intimidating glare Uncle taught him. “Leave me alone.” Something inside of Piers clicked. A gear slotting into place. No time to figure it out now. At the moment, he desperately needed an escape.

	The gear clicked again.

	“Why? Whatcha gonna do about it?” The bully stepped closer. Dark clouds covered the sun. The wind surged, whipping the kid’s jacket. “I said, ‘Whatcha gonna do?’”

	Thunder rumbled. A spatter of rain splashed against Piers’ nose. Other sounds died away, except his pounding heartbeat, the rolling thunder, and the steady whoosh of his breathing. He heard them all clearly.

	Time stopped. Nothing existed but Piers and his tormenter. And more rain, showering against his face. The bully grabbed Piers’ collar.

	“Don’t!” Piers pleaded, jaw clenching as he braced for impact. Surely he’d be punched or kicked. Fear grasped him in a stranglehold, cutting off his breath. Suddenly, boiling anger replaced the terror. Who was this guy to push Piers around?

	“Or. Wha…”

	The hair on Piers’ head rose. Prickles danced along his skinny arms.

	Crack!

	The bully’s eyes widened.

	Crash!

	One moment the guy stood there; the next, he lay on the ground, nothing visible but his feet sticking out from under a pile of leaves. “Get it off of me! Get it off!” The bully squirmed beneath the massive limb holding him to the ground.

	“You think you’re so tough? Do it yourself.” None of the other boys remained behind. Several teachers came running from where they’d conveniently hidden when Piers needed them.

	He ignored their excited chattering and stalked past the smoldering tree. Funny. Lightning struck right when he needed.

	What had just happened?
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	Piers sat on the roof of the group home, alone, as he’d been for years. Why did Uncle have to die? They hadn’t had much, but Uncle had kept Piers safe, provided all he’d needed. Now he wore hand-me-down clothes others left behind when they moved on because kids came and went, but he stayed. No family. Few friends. Freak. They called him Freak. The few foster families who’d taken him in always brought him back.

	He wasn’t to blame for unexplained happenings. Though some of the strangeness at foster homes occurred after some bit of meanness directed his way.

	Your real name isn't Piers Adams. It’s Pieravor Gimitri. You are not from this human realm we live in. Your mother practiced powerful magic. I don't have much power, but what I have, I'll use to hide you.

	Had Piers somehow caused the tree to fall today? What about the sensation he’d felt right before the lightning struck?

	Any who seek your magic will not find you.

	The remembered words formed ice in the pit of Piers’ stomach. How could someone seek his magic? He didn’t have any, did he? He stared at a spot on the roof, willing a pebble to fall over the edge. Nothing.

	See? No magic!

	The hatch door opened. Piers stiffened until a familiar head of frizzy hair poked out.

	“I heard about what happened at school.” The force of nature named Jessica Russo hauled herself out onto the roof.

	Piers regarded her over his shoulder, then returned his attention to the cars driving down the streets below. Who were those people? Where were they going? How he’d love to take a car, leave the city, and never look back. Only, he’d nowhere to go.

	The people in those cars probably went home to loving families. Not like him.

	But he did have Jess.

	Jess had arrived in a torrent of foul language and attitude. The home enforced rules against boys and girls being alone together, but they never worried about Piers and Jess for some reason.

	Was he so obvious in watching guys, not girls?

	Piers pulled back from the edge of the roof. Who needed to see cars, anyway? Certainly not Jess, who’d braved coming up here despite her fear of heights.

	She laid on her side, head propped on her hand. “Want to talk?”

	Piers shrugged. “Nothing to talk about.” He wouldn’t know where to start.

	Jess shot upright. “Nothing to talk about? Dude! Not a fricking cloud in the sky. Five minutes later, Timmy the Terrible gets struck by lightning while picking on you.”

	“He wasn’t struck by lightning.” Piers huffed. “The lightning hit a tree. A limb fell on him.”

	“That’s not what I heard.” Jess lifted her nose into the air.

	“You think the weather defended me?” Had the weather come to Piers’ rescue? Had he somehow called the sudden storm?

	Jess grinned. “I know, it sounds weird, but haven’t you noticed how things go your way sometimes? For example, you forget to do your homework, and a freak snowstorm closes school.”

	“Snow happens.” Yes, he’d wanted snow desperately that day.

	“In September?”

	“I can’t control the weather.” Sure, strange things happened, but had he actually caused them?

	“I’m not saying you can… just…”

	“Let’s talk about something else, okay?” Piers would wish for a real home with loving parents if wishing made things happen. Not foster care, where he’d stay until he turned eighteen. Just five more years to figure out what to do with his life. “I’m scared.”

	“Of Timmy? Hah! I doubt he’ll bother you again.” Jess fished into the pocket of her oversized jacket and handed Piers an apple. She sank her teeth into one of her own.

	Piers smiled and bit the fruit. Jess couldn’t resist raiding the kitchen—and usually blaming someone else. Food hoarder. At least, that’s what the house parent said. Having done without as a child, Jess swiped food whenever possible. “You never know when you’ll need it,” she always said. Missing a bag of potato chips? Check her closet.

	He chewed a bite of the apple. The snowstorm and lightning had to be coincidences. If anyone managed to change the weather, it wouldn’t be him—definitely time for a subject change. The current one made him squirmy. “Wanna see what I drew today in art class?”

	“Sure!” Jess wriggled backward, anticipation shining on her face.

	Piers reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded paper.

	Jess grinned, keeping her eyes on Piers, opening the drawing, and angling the image toward a streetlight. She glanced down and gasped, bringing the hand holding the apple to her mouth. “Oh, Piers, this is beautiful!” She ran her fingers over the charcoal image. “It looks so real. Did you have a cat… before?”

	Piers refolded the paper. “I don’t think so. The image just popped into my head, along with a name.”

	“What name?”

	“Chynne.”

	“Odd name for a cat, don’t ya think?”

	Piers shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. Maybe I knew someone with a cat when I was little and don’t remember the name right.” Or maybe he’d merely dreamed of having a pet.

	Like he dreamed of dragons.
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	Piers woke from a sound sleep. His heart pounded. What woke him? Images swirled in his mind, disappearing like smoke through a fist. A boy. Long white hair. Yellowish eyes. Cocky grin.

	He’d dreamed of a boy. Again. He sat up and wrapped his arms around his knees. Few boys at school caught his attention and none of the girls. So, who could this dream guy be? No one real looked so ethereal. Kind of like an elf from a fantasy movie he’d seen.

	And yet…

	Before the memory disappeared, Piers pulled paper and a pencil off his nightstand. Thank goodness he’d been allowed a bottom bunk. He moved stealthily to not disturb the three boys he shared a room with. Shifting the curtain to one side gave him enough light to see via the street light outside the window. Had the light just brightened?

	One swift stroke at a time, he sketched the boy from his dream. If real-life left Piers wanting, he’d take a mysterious stranger and dragons over reality any day.

	Half-finished with his masterpiece, he fished under the bed for his ratty old backpack, which he’d picked out at a store one day with Uncle Lee. His heart ached. Damn, but he missed his uncle. He’d been so excited to start school. Uncle Lee took him from one store to the next to find the perfect bag.

	Piers ran his fingers over the worn fabric, remembering the day, his uncle’s smiles, and how they’d gone for ice cream afterward. Uncle didn’t go out much, but he’d always been a good uncle. The best.

	Piers reached into the bag, caressed the secret compartment holding his treasures, and pulled out his mother’s… journal? He opened the cover, ran his fingers over the first page, and studied the writing. Some strange language. The sample he’d copied didn’t match any of the languages he’d researched in the school library. What stories would he find in his mother’s words? Did the pages tell about her daily life? The boys she crushed on? His father?

	If he stared hard enough, the words almost made sense… almost. Whenever he thought he understood something, the scrawl became gibberish again.

	He turned the page.

	Oh, dear Lord! Piers snapped the book closed. His mother must have been an artist, too, based on the realistic drawing. Only, Piers never drew human hearts on a table, dripping blood into a bowl. Words invaded his mind:

	Heart’s blood.

	No, his life wasn’t creepy.

	Not creepy at all.

	When Piers laid his head back on his pillow, the light outside dimmed.
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	“You’ll be eighteen next week.” Jess rested her head on Piers’ shoulder. “What will you do then?”

	They lay on the rooftop, wrapped in a blanket, watching the night sky. They’d been coming up here for years now, to dream, to plan. There'd be hell to pay if anyone in the group home knew they snuck off together. One of those weird situations where, if Piers really wanted something, it happened. No one else in the home noticed them climbing to the attic late at night or their absence during lights-out bed checks.

	The group home guardians needn’t have feared for Jess’s safety. Piers would die to protect his best friend, the only stability in his life since his uncle died. Though despite being friends since they’d first met, there were some truths he’d not yet told her.

	“It’s not really my actual birthday, you know. My uncle guessed a date.” Piers kept his voice even. Everyone around him had constants in their lives: their names, their birthdays, where they came from. Some spoke of a family; others didn’t talk about life before they arrived at the home. A few left for foster situations; some went back to their families. Some were adopted.

	Not Piers. Not Jess. Any foster parents who took them always brought them back.

	Your real name isn’t Piers Adams. It’s Pieravor Gimitri. How was such a mouthful of a name even spelled? He’d tried multiple possibilities on the Internet. Nothing ever resulted from his searches.

	Jess lifted her head to stare down at him, her riot of dark curls tumbling around them, a citrus-scented curtain. “How could your own uncle not know when you were born?”

	You are not from this human realm we live in. I came here with you to keep you safe.

	Piers never told anyone his doubts about his uncle being his actual uncle or about the name Uncle Lee told him moments before sending Piers away and presumably dying. Uncle had been Piers’ only relative. He refused to give up even tentative connections.

	Jess opened and closed her mouth a few times. Then, finally, out came, “Really? No one knows your birthday?”

	“No. I went to live with Uncle Lee when I was only a few months old.”

	“Didn’t you see any of your other family after that? Do you remember them?”

	Piers averted his gaze. How he hated retelling the pathetic story of his existence. He’d told her some about his life, living with his uncle, shying away from any other questions—an all too familiar occurrence for the kids they came into contact with. “Two cops found me on the street. Our apartment building burned down. The fire inspectors or whatever thought my uncle died in the fire.”

	“Thought? Then they never found his body?”

	“No.” Sometimes Piers dreamed of his uncle. Most were happy dreams: playing in the park, Uncle teaching him to fence, using sticks as weapons, or hand-to-hand combat. He wished he could’ve continued those lessons to keep the bullies at bay once he’d entered a group home. But, then again, if Uncle lived, Piers wouldn’t have wound up in a group home.

	Which would’ve left Jess alone, to face the past she refused to talk about without hugs and a shoulder to cry on when needed.

	Family didn’t necessarily mean blood relation; family was who cared about you. In Piers’ life, Jess and Uncle Lee.

	Whether or not they’d been truly related didn’t matter. The man who’d raised Piers, protected him, would always be Uncle. His kind uncle, who’d tried his best, poor domestic skills notwithstanding.

	“You were what, seven or eight when he died? Didn’t you celebrate your birthday with him?”

	“No.” Piers stared at the night sky, lying on his back on the roof of the place he called home—for now. “He said where we were from, they didn’t celebrate birthdays, but birth seasons. Instead of seven years old, he said I’d seen seven winters, which meant I was born in the fall. We’d actually get takeout sometime in November to celebrate.”

	Jess cuddled close, pulling the blanket tighter around them both. Her breath fogged in front of her face. “Too weird. Where did he come from anyway?”

	“He never said.” Piers had considered the omission odd at the time but took Uncle’s words at face value. In hindsight—no photos, no old family stories, no mention of family, not even distant cousins. The one friend Uncle Lee talked about never came around. Piers remembered a few details, however. “He’d been a soldier, he said. He had lots of scars.”

	Jess bolted upright, nearly bouncing in place with her excitement. “Oh! Maybe he was an international spy, hiding in plain sight! And… and… he kidnapped you to save you from kidnappers.”

	Piers rolled his eyes. Kidnapped him to save him from kidnappers? Dramatics. Jess had ‘em. “And decided to tie himself down with a random kid?” You’d never find one of the heroes in her precious books shackling themselves in such a manner. “Besides, Social Services investigated. No missing kids matched my description.” They’d found no record of him at all. Or Uncle. The papers Uncle used to get Piers into school turned out to be fake but provided a name and an estimated birthday.

	Shoulders slumped, Jess laid back down beside Piers on their blanket. “Yeah. Good point. Did he ever talk of your folks much?” She shivered; Piers pulled her closer, willing her warm.

	“He never told me about my father. Whenever I asked, he'd say, ‘What do you need a father for? You have me.’” Lots of truth there. Uncle Lee had been a good father figure. Gods and unknown ancestors, but Piers missed him. “He told me a little about my mother. She was apparently some kind of evil witch. Everybody hated her.”

	“What a horrible thing to tell her son.”

	“He never said that until the end. Uncle Lee came into my room in the middle of the night and told me.” Their last conversation. “He said good and evil were a choice, and I controlled my destiny. Then he ordered me to go down the fire escape and find a cop.” Piers steeled himself for this last part, spoken in barely a whisper. “I never saw him again.”

	Jess shifted onto her side, propping on her elbow. Her natural curls poofed around her head like a halo under the streetlight in the background. “Good and evil are a choice, and we’re in control of our own lives. Isn’t that what all those motivational speakers tried to tell us in assembly?”

	Piers snorted. “More or less. I think it’s a required speech by older people trying to give us the guidance of their wisdom.” Like: eighteen-year-olds could be turned loose into the wild, to fly or fall flat. Too many he’d met fell flat: living homeless, prostituting themselves, landing in prison—or dead. “I used to think that somewhere out there, someone cared about me, missed me. Wondered about me.” He’d abandoned those childish dreams long ago. “My uncle said his friend would come for me one day.” He gave a humorless laugh. “I’d say mysterious friend is a little late.”

	“I care. I’ll wonder where you are once you’re gone from here,” Jess protested, bristling with indignation.

	Yes, without a doubt. Piers’ heart warmed a bit. “Because you’re freaking awesome.”

	Jess relaxed and grinned. “I am, aren’t I?” More seriously, she asked, “What you gonna do?”

	Those words ushered in a lot of depression. What could Piers do? Not many options at eighteen, not yet out of high school, with no family or skills to rely on. “I really don’t know.”

	“Have you thought about the program that extends foster care until you’re twenty-one?” Jess offered.

	“But I’d have to leave you and go someplace else.”

	“Only for a bit. You could at least think about it.”

	Piers snorted. Eleven years of believing no one wanted him. He couldn’t imagine applying for a job, saying he lived in foster care. Besides, he’d heard the caregivers often talk, making plans for when he no longer needed his bed. Too many kids, not enough room.

	Jess squeezed his hand. “If you can hold off a few months, I’ll be out of here too. We can get jobs, share an apartment.” She waggled her brows. “We could spend weekends at the mall, checking out men.”

	“Like we don’t check out men together now.” Piers bumped his shoulder against hers. Besides none compared to the guy he still dreamed about, who’d aged along with Piers. White hair. Amber eyes.

	“Who knows? Maybe in a few years, our tastes will improve.”

	They exchanged a knowing look. “Billy Connelly,” they chorused, the guy they’d both crushed on in school who’d turned out to be a total loser.

	Could Piers hold off a few months? Who’d hire two aged-out foster kids? Especially if he didn’t find a way to finish school while on his own.

	Jess murmured, “You’ll think of something; you always do. Now, let’s get cozy and look at the stars.”
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	Piers trudged down the sidewalk alone. Thursday. Jess’s stay-after-school day for math tutoring. He took the long way. No need to hurry. The home would still be there. He wouldn't be questioned as long as he arrived within the hour.

	His route took him past stores, through milling crowds of shoppers. Mid-November and already twinkling lights blinked from store windows and light poles, while snippets of Christmas music escaped onto the sidewalk whenever a customer opened a door.

	Piers loved coming this way; the scents, the sounds. A few shopkeepers knew him—or rather, kept an eye on him.

	Mostly, though, he remained anonymous, another face in the crowd. Here he could merely exist for a few moments, tuning out his problems. Paperwork sat on his nightstand. A few signatures, and on his eighteenth birthday he’d move into another house, where he could maybe go to trade school, learn a whole new group of people, establish the pecking order all over again.

	He peered through the store windows at the latest fashions, pretending he could enter and buy whatever he wanted. No one around knew he couldn’t. Nice to dream.

	A sign in a diner window caught his eye. “Dishwasher wanted.” The acid fear eating its way through his stomach eased with the hope of supporting himself legally. Could he? What a scary thought. Supporting himself. No one else to depend on.

	Dishwasher. Probably didn’t pay much, but if he chose a subsidy instead of a group home, could he make enough to survive?

	He took a deep breath and entered the diner. Bright afternoon sunlight streamed through the windows. A counter lined one wall, with a man sitting on a stool rolling spaghetti noodles around a fork. A trendily-dressed couple sat in the back, munching sandwiches. The whole place smelled heavenly: tomato sauce and spices. Piers’ stomach growled.

	A rumbling laugh sounded behind him. “Time to feed the beast?”

	Piers spun to find a man with heavy jowls and laugh lines around his eyes and mouth. Sparse gray hair crowned his head. The T-shirt stretching over his ample belly declared, “Never trust a skinny cook.”

	He seemed so open, so friendly.

	Even so, Piers’ heart hammered. “I… I saw your sign. You need a dishwasher?” Damn it. His voice cracked on the words.

	The man’s demeanor grew more serious but not off-putting. “You ever done this kind of work before?”

	“Um… no… no, sir. I’m in high school right now…” Here it came, the Thanks, but no thanks. Of course, the man wanted someone with experience, but how could Piers gain experience if no one hired him? His brief moment of hope died a horrid death. A moment later, the conversation sank in.

	“…it’s evenings and weekends. Would that be a problem? I know you young folk like your weekends off.” The man narrowed his eyes. “You haven’t graduated?”

	“I will in June. Weekends won’t be a problem. I promise.” Piers’ heart switched from hammering to racing.

	A wrinkle furrowed the man’s brow. “Then you’re off to college?”

	Piers’ cheeks burned. “No, sir. No college.”

	The man’s scowl relaxed. “I lost my last dishwasher to college. Been doing the job myself since he left for spring term or something.”

	Could not going to college be an advantage? “No college for me.”

	“Why not? Go to college, make something of yourself.” The man gave an affectionate grin. “Or so my dearly departed mama used to say.” He waved a hand. “I haven’t done too badly without.”

	“No, you haven’t. This seems like a nice place.” More than nice, with candles on each table, well-kept furnishings, and an overall air of being well-maintained.

	“Come on in, tell me about yourself.” The man led the way farther into the building, sat at an out-of-the-way table, and waved a hand for Piers to sit across from him.

	The man’s friendly attitude gave Piers the courage to tell the truth. He settled into the chair. “I’m in foster care, but I turn eighteen soon.”

	“Oh? So, what then?”

	“That’s what I’m trying to decide.”

	The man studied him for long moments, then held out a hand. “Name’s Edoardo. Why don’t I feed you, and let’s talk?”

	Over mouthfuls of meatball sub, Piers listened more than talked about Edoardo, the diner, fresh versus frozen meats…

	In the end, Edoardo said, “You’re a good kid. Can you start tomorrow after school?”

	Really? The vice grip of hope eased from around Piers’ heart. A job? He got a job? “Are you sure?”

	“I’ll have tax forms and stuff for you to sign, but we’ll take care of all that.”

	Piers’ head spun; a smile stuck to his face. He blinked back tears all the way to the group home. A job. He got a job. An honest to goodness, paying job.

	The relief of finally catching his breath made him ignore the question of why the world sometimes seemed to bend to his wishes. Don’t worry about that. Don’t think about it. The next few months would be about survival. The last thing he needed was a distraction.

	He couldn’t wait to tell Jess.
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	Edoardo stuck his head out of the kitchen door at closing. “Hey, kid. Can you stay a minute?”

	Uh-oh. What had Piers done on his very first day? He approached the kitchen, heart in his throat and checking off a mental list. He’d taken out the trash, cleaned all the tables, washed dishes…

	His boss gave him a tired smile. “I know you have tomorrow morning off, but I hope you can help me. I’ve got an apartment building a few blocks away. One of my tenants skipped out on the rent, leaving the place a mess.” Edoardo studied Piers’ face. “It’s just a studio, but if you help me clean, you can have any furniture left behind since you might need it soon.”

	“How much is the rent?” An apartment close by so Piers could walk to work and school. Perfect.

	Edoardo ran fingers through his hair, blowing out a breath.

	“Once I graduate, I can work full time. Until then, I’ll get a subsidy.” If Piers worked extra shifts… The coins hidden in the bag under his bed could make paying rent a non-issue. But no. Too many questions might result. The coins matched nothing Piers found on the internet and were definitely gold.

	“Don’t you want to see it first?”

	No need. A roof over Piers’ head? Independence at last? He would make do. “No, sir.”

	Edoardo smiled and patted Piers’ cheek. “Meet me here tomorrow morning at nine.”

	At ten the next day, Piers rented his first apartment, complete with a bed, dresser, dishes, and even a tiny Christmas tree. Edoardo’s wife donated sheets, blankets, and towels, while Edoardo gave his workers a meal during their shifts and silently handed over a takeout tray every night when Piers went home.

	He’d shrug and say, “Leftovers. They’ll only go to waste if you don’t take them.”

	No, the universe hadn’t once again handed Piers precisely what he needed. Or had it?
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	“Prince Wycke, Your Majesty,” the herald announced at the king’s chamber door, almost managing not to sneer.

	“Ah, Arrabella, delightful as always, I see.” Wycke pushed past the woman with a flirty smile and approached without being bidden. He wouldn’t show how much the barb hurt. If Saris kept firing anyone who looked down on him, he’d end up making his own bed and doing his own laundry.

	The gilt furniture, elaborate tapestries, and rich upholstery in shades of silver and gold in the king’s morning room might’ve impressed someone else.

	Wycke wasn’t anyone else.

	King Broen rolled his eyes, dropping his napkin to the table. “He’s the queen’s brother and has lived here since he was four. You don’t have to announce him like a visiting lord. At least he came through the door this time.”

	Oh, how Wycke loved slipping in through the window, though, scaring his brother-by-bonding while ensuring no one took Saris’s place in the king’s affections. Wycke had never found another in Broen’s bed.

	How dull. Great for Saris, but still dreadfully dull.

	The horror on Broen’s face when he woke to find Wycke grinning at him? Priceless.

	The reaming out the captain of the guards gave his underlings for allowing the intrusion? Also priceless. No matter how the palace guards tried to increase security, Wycke always found another way in. Nothing better than a challenge.

	On second thought, maybe he’d earned Arrabella’s ire.

	“Ah, but I am a visiting lord, aren’t I? Or rather, a prince.” Wycke dropped into the chair across from his sister’s mate. The king grew more ridiculously handsome every day. How could Saris keep from losing her heart?

	Wycke grabbed a heavily buttered roll from a basket on the table. “You wanted to see me? Please be quick. I barely survived a somewhat… busy night.” The essence of which still clung to his skin. Too bad the king’s summons left no time for a bath.

	Broen closed his eyes, shaking his head. When he reopened them, he skewered Wycke with a glare designed to send many fleeing. Few looked into the king’s unnervingly piercing green eyes. High King Broen Hanaran didn’t terrorize Wycke one bit. “It’s your nights I wish to speak of.”

	“Oh? Tired of getting the information fourth-hand from the servants? Prefer your gossip straight from the source?” Wycke tossed a piece of bread into his mouth. Oh, good. He’d not thought about food yet today.

	“I spoke with you about bedding your sister’s lady-in-waiting. Then I spoke with you about bedding the newest castle guard. Last night you bedded both.” Broen’s eyebrows reached for his hairline.

	Arrabella scowled from her spot by the door. So much for pretending she didn’t listen to the king’s conversations. Wasn’t she meant to wait outside?

	“Neither complained.” They moaned. Groaned. Panted. Cried out a few times. Oh, how they’d cried out. So had Wycke. But never complained.

	Even now, last night’s partners lay curled together in Wycke’s bed. Where he’d rather be.

	King Broen counted to ten—slowly—before speaking. “How about decorum? You’re a prince. More and more, I hear tales of Prince Wicked. You should hold yourself to a higher standard.”

	Wycke snorted. “Have you met my brother? Or my father? Or, for that matter, your own father. Spread his wild oats, didn’t he?”

	Broen pursed his lips, letting out a noisy exhale. “The behavior of our relatives is beside the point. They are not here to talk to. You, on the other hand, are.” After a beat, he added, “The legendary Prince Wicked. Your parents named you true.”

	Wycke narrowed his eyes. “My name doesn’t mean the same in Myrgren as in Dhugach. There ‘Wycke’ means ‘noble,’ thank you very much.”

	“Yes, Saris told me your mother was an optimist,” King Broen remarked dryly.

	“You actually spoke to her about me?” The words doused cold water on Wycke’s posturing. He’d never been particularly impressed by authority. Guards? There for his entertainment. Tutors? So easily thwarted. King Broen? Too forgiving by half. Queen Consort Saris? Wycke inwardly shuddered. A very tiny person capable of bringing him into line with a single glower.

	Broen took on guarded tones. “She is my queen.”

	“Speaking of my dear lovely sister and things going bump in the night, do you mean to tell me you’re totally faithful to her? Since your joining, you’ve taken no other man or woman to your bed?” Wycke took another mouthful of bread. Apparently, the kitchen saved the best for Broen. Wycke must speak with the cook immediately.

	Flatter, flirt, whatever. Wasn’t he her favorite?

	“What I do is none of your business,” Broen snapped. “You are one of my subjects. I am not yours.”

	Wycke hadn’t seen so vivid a blush since the chapel boys’ choir passed him in the palace gardens. “That’s Prince Wicked,” one whispered, a little too loudly. They all turned away, except for one bold lad who walked backward, keeping Wycke in his sights at all times.

	Ah, yes. A kindred soul.

	Okay, so the boys in the choir were no longer boys but Wycke’s age. They still blushed nicely. As King Broen did now.

	Sometimes Broen didn’t act his seven and thirty summers.

	“You are faithful, aren’t you? Wow! Amazing.” Why feel such relief? Saris didn’t love her mate, though Wycke couldn’t fathom why not. Handsome, kind. Given his graceful dancing, Broen no doubt managed agile moves in bed. What was wrong with the woman?

	“Why is that so hard to believe?” King Broen retorted, one eyebrow again creeping toward his rather impressive hairline. “She is my mate. I treat her with respect, and taking another to bed, knowing she could hear of my infidelities, is disrespectful.”

	“That’s not the only reason your bed stays empty.” Wycke snatched an apple from the bowl on the table and took a crisp bite, smiling when the juice hit his tongue. Oh, yes. He’d been thirsty. The bread hadn’t helped.

	King Broen placed both massive forearms on the table. “It is not me we’re here to talk about.”

	Oh. A change of subject. So telling. Wycke couldn’t wait to gossip with his sister. “On your joining day, you insisted your people no longer avoid or look down their rather pug noses at me. They’ve complied. Some more than once. You should be thrilled.”

	Broen cleared his throat. Exasperation. In less time required to eat an apple. A new record. “If you do not amend your ways, I will be forced to pick a mate for you.”

	The apple fell from Wycke’s suddenly numb fingers, hitting the marble floor with a thud. “What?” He couldn’t have heard correctly. Yes, he annoyed his brother-by-bonding out of boredom, but he’d never before received threats. Wycke whapped his hand against his ear a few times. “I’m afraid I must have misheard you saying you wanted me to settle down with one person.”

	Broen let out a longsuffering sigh. “Wycke, I have received complaints from three fathers this week alone, not to mention one from the captain of the guards. Let’s see, how did he put it? Ah, yes, you ‘treat the barracks like your own private brothel.’”

	“When a guard is off duty, his time is his own.” Wycke crossed his legs, folding his arms across his chest.

	“Yes, but could you at least remove them from the barracks first before taking your pleasure? Half the guards are jealous; the other half wish you’d be quiet and let them sleep.” Broen flushed bright crimson again. An unfortunate look with his coloring. “Apparently, your partners have a tendency to get… loud.”

	Maybe Wycke should consider taking a second bedroom closer to the barracks but far enough away to allow the poor sods their rest.

	“I’ve spoken with your sister—”

	“You spoke to Saris about my sex life?” Not good. She didn’t merely threaten—she followed through.

	“Yes. I explained the situation, asking for her wise counsel, as I often do in matters of her very errant brother.” A hint of smugness crossed Broen’s features. Wycke provided him a reason to talk to Saris, then.

	He couldn’t help goading Broen. “Her very errant brother happens to be in Myrgren, thank you very much. The snows are deep this winter. He wouldn’t venture out for another moon cycle, at least, not without a sorcerer to open a portal.”

	“I speak of her other errant brother.”

	“Oh?” Broen made goading so easy.

	“Yes. Oh.” Broen’s conniving smile didn’t bode well for Wycke. Oh, dear. Had Wycke pushed too far?

	“What did my queenly sister suggest?” And could Wycke persuade her to take his side as he had so many times before? He definitely didn’t care for the direction this conversation seemed headed.

	No one did smug like Broen, except perhaps Wycke himself. “She suggested an errand for you, one to occupy your time while also keeping you temporarily out of the palace.”

	Ouch. Wycke swallowed his hurt. Did Broen plan to banish him? “You want me out of the palace? Without guards?” That’d be a first. He batted his eyelashes. “But won’t you miss me?” The truth dawned. “You think with me safely out of the palace, my sister might turn to you for comfort.”

	Broen examined a bit of cutlery. “My hopes don’t matter.”

	Well, damnation. “You really do love her, don’t you?”

	After a moment of staring at nothing, Broen emitted a heavy sigh. “Yes, I do. From the moment I saw her when my father named her fate, how she stood her ground and fought for you, I vowed to protect her.” Like Saris needed protection.

	“Your father wouldn’t have allowed your bonding. He planned to use us as hostages to ensure my brother’s cooperation, as though Radre cared for us.” A bitter fact Wycke still seethed over.

	Broen slammed his hand down on the table. Wycke barely hid a flinch. Wow! Not like Broen to show his temper. “My father is no longer king. As for your brother, he might not care for you, which I’m sorry to agree on. Even so, he wouldn’t risk losing faith among his people by discarding any semblance of brotherly love. After all, your sister is their princess, and you a prince of royal blood. How many parents hoping for a royal match for their children were disappointed when you left with me?”

	“Your father died, sitting on my father’s throne.” The guards killed Wycke’s own father moments later, believing he’d somehow caused the high king’s heart to fail. “You didn’t have to fulfill your father’s promise to bring us home with you.” Wycke tried not to sound totally ungrateful. Broen gave him rooms in the palace, fine clothes, food, decent tutors once Saris put her foot down and fired the governess.

	Or rather, she’d done something to the governess. Wycke dared not ask Saris for too many details—details he’d have to deny knowing later.

	Broen performed a successful landed fish impersonation. “Yes, I did. It seemed the best way to ensure your safety and keep a watchful eye on you both.”

	Maybe, maybe not. “What is this errand my sister has in store for me, and how boring?”

	“Something about an old friend she hasn’t heard from. As it would be unseemly for a queen to search for a commoner, she’s sending you.”

	“So, it’s not unseemly for a prince to search for a commoner?”

	“Wycke.” Oh, what a put-upon sigh. Broen must have been practicing. “When have you ever held to social conventions, and since when have people expected you to?”

	Excellent point.

	“Now, before you consume all of my breakfast, go see your sister.” Broen wrapped his hands protectively around his plate a moment before Wycke could steal a strawberry. “I’ll have a tray sent.”

	“Which could prove interesting.” Wycke waggled his brows. He counted several of the younger members of the kitchen servants among his many liaisons.

	“By the oldest, surliest member of the kitchen staff.” Cats who caught canaries must smile so smugly.

	Broen did love ruining Wycke’s fun.

	Now to find out what Saris wanted. Out of the palace? Unchaperoned? Nothing quelled an evening’s lust like a guard standing outside the door.

	Unless the guard joined in.
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	Wycke found Saris sitting at a table on her balcony, resplendent in lavender silk. Two ladies-in-waiting kept her company—minus the one likely still lounging in Wycke’s bed. A pixie sunned itself on the balcony railing.

	Why didn’t Saris dine with Broen? Wycke loved his sister dearly but never understood her relationship with the high king.

	Her balcony overlooked the gardens, the shrubs full of buds. Soon, Wycke could breathe in the scents of many flowers from this perch. Right now, the only spots of color were the gardeners in their deep blue uniforms.

	“Your loving mate sends his regards.” He dropped into a chair across from Saris at the small, round table.

	“Leave us,” Saris ordered her ladies. She smiled at the pixie. “You, as well, love.”

	The ladies gazed at Wycke, snickering behind their hands as they reentered the palace, one casting flirtatious glances his way. The pixie flapped its tiny wings, darting in to kiss his cheek. The giggling, iridescent creature flitted away.

	Wycke reached across the table for the bowl of peaches sitting next to Saris’s plate.

	She pointed her fork menacingly. “Touch my breakfast and feel my wrath.”

	Wycke reached for a scone instead. “Ow!” He yanked back his hand from the sudden zap.

	Saris smirked. “I may not have much power, but I know how to use what I have.”

	“Is that why you haven’t conceived yet?” Wycke asked, in as offhanded a manner as possible.

	Saris didn’t meet his gaze.

	“It’s Radre, isn’t it?”

	“King Radre,” Saris snipped.

	“He’s forbidden you from giving our king an heir.”

	Saris glanced away, making a production of smoothing a napkin across her lap. “Look, let’s not talk about our brother. You bring me my mate’s regards, so am I to believe he spoke with you?” She wrapped her queenly persona around her like a cloak—a heavy, musty, too-bulky cloak.

	A quiet, “A-hem” brought their attention to the oldest living kitchen server in the kingdom's history. “Your breakfast, Your Highness.” How had he gotten here without setting out from the kitchen two weeks ago?

	Yes. Broen followed through on his threat, likely paying a retiree good coin for the bit of amusement at Wycke’s expense. The server placed the tray before Wycke, then shuffled back the way he’d come.

	Saris wrinkled her nose, which, unlike most locals, wasn’t the least bit pug-like. “Judging by your disheveled appearance and the reek of sex about you, my mate had reason to talk to you. By the ancestors, Wycke, could you not bathe before presenting yourself before your king?”

	Wycke shrugged, fighting back the squirming in his guts her disapproval caused. “His men caught me, um… en route to do so.” Yes, he’d fully intended to bathe—after another round with his willing bedmates.

	Placing her fork on her plate and crossing her arms, Saris focused her gaze on the table.

	A chill swept up Wycke’s spine. He moved his chair closer to her side. “What is it, Saris? I’m sure this can’t be because of a brother who’s free with his affections.”

	“Oh, Wycke.” Saris wrapped her arms around him, burying her face in his neck. Her hair mingled with his, with no discernable color difference. She pulled back, wiping her eyes with a napkin. “I have done a bad thing. A terrible thing.”

	Wycke shrugged. “Can’t be worse than me.” Not with his reputation. A reputation he constantly strove to uphold.

	“It is. I’m not sure if you remember the sorceress who lived in our childhood home. So powerful she could bring or banish the snows, and” —she dropped her voice to a whisper— “call dragons.”

	“Call dragons? No one has been able to call dragons in centuries.” If so, Wycke would have paid handsomely to see one up close.

	Saris kept her voice low, shifting her wary gaze from one side of the balcony to the other. “Lady Gimitri could.”

	He’d heard stories of Lady Gimitri, most of them whispered, none of them good. “If she had so much power, how did our kingdom fall?”

	Saris twisted her fingers together on the table. “The Dhugach sorcerer and his mages found a way to suppress her magic, I think.”

	“How does a battle you and I had no part in lead to you doing something wrong?” Not that Wycke for a moment believed Saris capable of any misdeeds. Or a misdeed by his admittedly skewed standards.

	“She scared me, but not enough to stifle my curiosity. Sometimes I’d go up to the tower to watch her prepare potions.”

	“Sounds incredibly dull.” Wycke only remembered being afraid of the creature his father kept in the tower. He’d never admit to spying on Broen’s sorcerer, however, and send Saris into a tizzy of protectiveness.

	For lecturing in general, she needed no excuse.

	“She had a son named Pieravor.” The edges of Saris’s mouth briefly lifted into a smile. “A lovely child with dark brown hair. His eyes were the same light blue as a winter glacier. I played with him, sang to him while his mother worked. But when… but when… When King Umbri stormed the castle, Lady Nyanda pled with me to save her son. You were just a tiny thing then. Do you remember being called into the great hall while King Umbri decided our fate?”

	“No, I’m afraid I don’t.” Wycke lifted a forkful of eggs to his lips. He’d continue the lie to his dying day. He did not remember his sister’s tears, the sorceress’s screams, the scent of blood and smoke. Nope, no memory at all. Usually, Saris kindly refrained from conversations about the day their father died.

	Until now.

	Saris let out a relieved-sounding sigh, fussing with her napkin. “All the better. When the king asked about Lady Gimitri’s son, I told him she’d flung the child from a window.”

	Wycke couldn’t hide a wince. “I’ve heard those stories. How she’d killed her own child so no one else could use him. Disgusting mental image to conjure over breakfast, I might add. Though I’ve never truly believed the tales. You wouldn’t allow that.” She may not want one of her own, but Saris would never let harm come to another’s child.

	“No, I wouldn’t. Instead, I gave him to my personal guard, a distant kinsman. I charged him with taking care of the child and sent them far away. I don’t know how, but I believe they went through a portal.”

	“You what? Some realms are dangerous places if you don’t have magic or know much of the world.” Reckless move, especially for Saris. “How did they even use a portal? Did this guard have magic?”

	“No. I don’t know how. I think Lady Nyanda attempted to open a portal when the soldiers broke into her rooms. When I turned around, the guard and the baby were gone.” Saris took a dainty sip of tea. “For seasons upon seasons, I’ve tried to determine where they went.”

	“You have more magic than you show, sister. Is it possible you conjured the portal?”

	“Such a feat takes more magic than I’d ever have. Believe me, I tried. I worry something may have happened, and the fairies I sent didn’t find either of them, but you know how flighty fairies can be. I believe they may be in the human realm.” Saris fixed Wycke in place with a hot glare that should’ve burned his skin. “You’ve been to the human realm before…”

	Wycke sank back. “How did you know?”

	Saris gave a lopsided smile. “I know you, dear brother, more than you’d ever realize. Imagine my surprise when I sensed you crossing a portal.”

	“You never said anything.”

	Saris took Wycke’s hand. “You’re as much a prisoner here as I. We live in beautiful cells with an illusion of freedom, but we’re never allowed to venture out of Dhugach. Neither of us has ever returned to Myrgren, even for a visit. I won’t deny you what little freedom you found, though I must admit to worrying at first.” She released his hand. “But you always come back and somehow manage not to be found out. By anyone but me, that is.”

	“Yes, I do.” Should he tell her about feeding in small, undetectable bits of power until a portal came to life?

	“Between the two of us, we’ve kept others from discovering your secret.” Saris paused to sip from her delicate teacup. “I won’t ask how often you’ve been there, but you’re familiar with the realm?”

	How much should Wycke confess? Share too much, and Saris couldn’t deny knowing later. “I know my way around.”

	“I trust you. I need to know how the child fares. Will you do your best to find them and ensure they’re safe? I’ve convinced Broen to let you go alone, though he thinks you’re only sailing across the sea to Latsyrc.”

	Wycke wouldn’t pass up an opportunity to escape the palace, but finding a child who could be anywhere in a massive realm? If he’d ever been there to start with. “That was what? Twenty-one human years ago? Time doesn’t always move the same in other realms as here. He could be a child, or he could be past one hundred winters.”

	“I realize that. I’ve been trying to decide what to do.” Saris wrung her hands, so unlike her usual sure self. “I really am worried. What if the child fell into the wrong hands?”

	Very true. “If he’s in the human realm, he’ll be safe and won’t come back here.” Why worry?

	“There is one other thing.”

	Prickles raced up the back of Wycke’s neck. He wasn’t going to like her answer. “What?”

	“Lady Nyanda told me the child had no magic of his own.”

	“There! See! Nothing to worry your pretty head over.” Wycke ruffled Saris’s hair. Which always made her laugh.

	This time the gesture failed. “You know the magic suppression cuff I gave you? How it grows to fit your arm?”

	“Yes.” Wycke lifted his sleeve to display her gift.

	“I found it on the floor of Nyanda’s tower room. Made for a baby. I think she intended the cuff for her baby.”

	“Her baby? But she said he wasn’t magical.”

	Saris rolled her eyes. “I’d have doubted the woman if she’d told me the sky was blue.”

	“Oh.”

	“Yes, oh. I think she lied. Even now, his powers could be growing. Without proper instruction…”

	“Wait!” Wycke lifted a staying hand. “Don’t humans lose all their magical abilities in the human realm?” His instructors taught him so.

	“How much do we really know about other realms? What if that’s not true?”

	For a moment, Wycke watched Saris, how she nibbled at her lower lip, showing fear she’d never dare reveal to anyone else. They’d both heard the tales of sorcerers who’d grown too powerful and lost control. “What aren’t you telling me?”

	Saris’s lips thinned, and she drummed her fingertips against the tabletop. “Two weeks ago, a merchant found the bodies of four mages off the southern road.”

	“And?”

	“They’d been stripped of their magic. This is the first instance I know of since we left Myrgren.”

	“But that’s how…”

	Saris nodded. “How Lady Nyanda and her followers gained their power.”

	The door flew open. Radre swaggered out onto the balcony, dressed in the thin, filmy apparel typical of Dhugach. He could have passed for a local except for the hair and eyes. “Oh, what a quaint scene. My sister feeding her little lapdog.”

	Wycke might have snarled, but his poor excuse for a brother wasn’t worth the effort.

	Saris straightened in her chair, pulling composure around her. “Brother? What brings you here? The king didn’t say you’d be visiting. I’d have made preparations.”

	“Do I need fanfare to visit my own sister?” The cut to Wycke didn’t go unnoticed.

	“No, but you usually send a courtier days in advance to arrange said fanfare,” Wycke mused. “What did he want last time, Saris? Matching redhaired serving girls?”

	Saris gave a fake laugh. “All we could find were boys. How… unfortunate.”

	Radre frowned, dropping any pretense of friendliness toward Saris. “Is that any way to treat a king?”

	“Actually,” Wycke ran fingers over his chin in a “thinking” pose. “That’s actually much better than how she treats her mate. Oww!” He rubbed his leg where Saris landed a kick.

	Saris smiled far too sweetly. “What do you want, Radre?” She nodded toward an empty chair placed away from the table. “You might as well sit. The mountain passes must surely be covered in snow. How did you even get here?”

	He couldn’t have taken a portal. Radre didn’t have magic of his own. After what happened with Lady Nyanda, High King Broen forbade Myrgren to employ a sorcerer or even a mage.

	Still, Radre lived in a castle rumored to have been built over a vein of pure magic.

	“This isn’t a social visit,” Radre snapped, wrapping arms around himself and remaining standing. “I came to ask you a question.”

	“Ask away.” Saris leaned closer in an exaggerated parody of rapt attention. Neither she nor Wycke cared much for their pompous older brother. Radre also hadn’t answered how he came to be in the capital.

	“When you were at Myrgren Castle, a guard followed you around like a starving mongrel,” Radre said, a sneer in his voice.

	“Are you referring to the guard Father appointed for me?” Just a touch of scorn laced Saris’s words. “He wasn’t a mongrel but a distant cousin.”

	“Ah, yes. The very one.”

	Although she kept her composure outwardly, Saris pressed her ankle against Wycke’s leg under the table.

	“A nice man. What about him?”

	Radre took on a stern tone. Unnecessarily stern. “What was his name?”

	Saris pressed her ankle harder against Wycke’s leg. The pieces started falling into place. Oh, damnation.

	“Liam, I think.” Saris paused to sip her tea. Her fingers trembled. “It’s been so long ago, when I was merely a girl. You don’t recall all your guards’ names, do you?”

	The gleam in Radre’s eyes didn’t bode well. “A-ha! Lyvianne!” He never bothered with the names of those who served—or anyone else’s.

	The color left Saris’s face. “What about him? Do you require a reference? He performed his duties as well as any guard I’ve ever been assigned. However, I haven’t laid eyes on him since leaving Myrgren.”

	“He’s not been seen in many seasons. Some say he died in battle the day the castle fell, but no one ever found the body.” A wrinkle appeared between Radre’s brows.

	“I highly doubt he abandoned his post if you’re implying he deserted. Not with his devotion to duty.” A muscle jumped in Saris’s clenched jaw. What wasn’t she saying? “I’m sure many of the castle staff went unaccounted for after the final battle.”

	“Even so. No one ever found the body of Nyanda’s son, either.”

	Saris’s mouth and eyes went wide. “Are you suggesting he ran off with the body of a dead child?” She rose to her feet. “Brother, how dare you broach such topics in front of a lady. You should be ashamed of yourself!”

	Saris? Playing at delicate sensibilities?

	Radre snarled, “You know exactly what I’m suggesting, sister!”

	Wycke flew to his feet, placing himself between his siblings, bread knife clenched in his fist. His magic sizzled along the band on his wrist. “Radre, you’re upsetting Saris. Now go before I send a servant to the king. Does he even know you’re here? If he doesn’t, you’re breaking a score of treaties.”

	Radre leaned around Wycke to growl at Saris. “What do you know, Saris?”

	“Guards!” Wycke screeched. With a wave of his hand, he could banish his brother back to Myrgren if Saris allowed. The asshole might not arrive in one piece. Not Wycke’s problem.

	Two armed guards stepped out onto the patio.

	“I’m going,” Radre spat. “But you will answer me, Saris. Sooner or later.” He pointed a finger at her, snarled, and stomped past the guards.

	“Make sure he leaves,” Wycke ordered the guards, dropping to his knees by his sister’s chair, where she’d collapsed. “Saris, are you all right?”

	“Yes, it’s just…”

	“It’s what?”

	She caught Wycke by the collar, staring straight into his eyes. “Lyvianne is the guard I sent with Nyanda’s child. Somehow, Radre knows.”
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	Wycke eased open the door to his bed-chamber, holding his breath and peering at the bed—the empty, neatly made bed. What a relief. Trepidation eased its stranglehold. Yeah, a repeat with last night’s guests might be fun, but distractions right now?

	Not a good time. Serious matters made encouraging his wicked reputation a bother.

	No human bodies lurked under the sheets, but a black cat sat primly on Wycke’s pillow. “Where did you come from?”

	Cats used to roam the halls of Myrgren Castle, keeping mice at bay. As a child, Wycke had once claimed a kitten for his own.

	Until his father found out.

	Here, ancient magic prevented mice and bugs from entering the palace.

	“Oh, what a pretty kitty!” Wycke’s fingers itched to stroke the creature’s glossy fur. If he rubbed the cat’s head, he’d get purrs. He loved purrs. As long as no one saw him and damaged the reputation he wore like a cloak.

	“Touch me and die,” the cat snapped.

	Wycke nearly fell from his sudden stop. “What the ever-loving fuck?” Stress of this magnitude brought out human-realm epithets.

	Rather than pure black, blue and brown highlights swirled within a dark coat. Dangerous-looking claws gleamed like polished gold. Onyx eyes regarded Wycke with disdain. “My name is Chynne,” the cat stated in haughty tones, holding itself regally on the bed, tail curled around its body. The tip twitched. “Former familiar to Lady Nyanda Gimitri.”

	“Nyanda?” Oh shit! Help! Wycke yanked off his wristband. Sword. He needed a sword. A dagger appeared in his hand. “That evil witch?”

	Chynne flicked a paw, sending the dagger crashing against the wall on the far side of the room. “Sorceress, actually, though I won’t argue if you mean your opinion of her character.”

	“You’re her servant?” Wycke dove for the knife. Another flick of the cat’s claw pinned him to the ceiling. What the fuck? He opened his mouth to scream. No sound emerged.

	“Keep up, Prince Wycke. I’ve not been free to use my full powers in ages. Give me a reason. I’m not a servant,” the cat sniffed, “I’m a familiar.”

	“Familiar?” Wycke forced his head back to study the cat. Blood rushed to his face. He’d heard stories of familiars but had never seen one. Did Saris know about this? “My sister would have told me if our family’s sorceress owned a familiar.” How odd for a being claiming to be Nyanda’s familiar to appear now, as Wycke planned a quest to find the lady’s son.

	And the same day, Radre appeared, demanding to know Sir Lyvianne’s whereabouts, and by extension, the child’s.

	Coincidence?

	In Wycke’s experience, “coincidences” usually required careful planning.

	“Your sister keeps secrets, or perhaps she might not have known. Or only knew me in another form. I have several.” Chynne inclined its head. “Besides, Lady Gimitri” —the cat spat the name— “wasn’t one to take others into her confidence. Most importantly, no one owns me. Ever.”

	“Umm… can you put me down, please?”

	Chynne blinked. Wycke fell, managing a quick magical save to keep from smashing into the marble floor. That would definitely have hurt. He rolled into a sitting position, glaring at the familiar and tugging the silver band back onto his wrist. Please let Broen’s sorcerer not have felt the magical jolt coming from this room.

	His or the cat’s.

	“You’re not very skilled at hiding your true nature, despite the suppression spell woven into the band you wear,” Chynne said. It cocked his head to the side in a thoughtful gesture. “Lady Nyanda’s craft, I believe.”

	“Tell me something I don’t already know.” Damnation. Wycke so didn’t need a familiar to deal with. He’d a portal to make—the one piece of his magic he trusted.

	“Sooner or later, you’ll have to address the fact that your power has grown too considerable to be contained,” Chynne scolded.

	“Yeah, yeah. I know. Someone stronger will come along and drain me.”

	Chynne sniffed, nose lifted into the air. “I fear you’ll be the one doing the draining.”

	“What do you mean? Why would I drain someone?”

	“Some of the vilest conjurers in our history wanted power for themselves. Shared with no one. Why do you think bonding ceremonies test compatible magic, though the magic found is minimal these days?”

	“I thought it was so the couple might produce powerful children.”

	Chynne shook his head. “No. Great power needs balance. Without the temperance of balance, the magic consumes the wielder. At least in humans, who have the ridiculous desire for more, regardless of whether they can control what they gain. They’re never content with what the gods gave them.”

	Hate humans much? “Don’t all beings want everything they can get?”

	Again, Chynne shook his head. “No other race reaches above themselves. Elves fine-tune their abilities with intensive training. The most adept of their kind seek out nonmagical mates. Temperance. Balance.” He put his front paws together and folded them open, like a book. “Ogres prefer the work of their hands over magic. The merfolk? They keep themselves so isolated, they don’t even realize they have abilities others don’t.”

	Interesting that Chynne left out his own kind. “What about familiars?

	Chynne paced the bed, Wycke flinching each time its tiny little toe daggers dug into the silk cover. “Familiars do not steal power; ours grows from the day we’re born. In another two hundred summers or so, I’ll need a mate of my own. However, our abilities can increase faster if we have a symbiotic bond with those we willingly choose to aid.”

	“Serve, you mean?” Having a familiar might be advantageous. Then again, if they were all as judgmental as this one… Nope...

	Chynne rolled its dark eyes. “Why do humans insist they own or control another? My kind are curious, drawn to those they can learn from. Nyanda ensorcelled me, forcing me into servitude.

	“Now, as I was saying, if a relationship exists between a sorcerer and familiar, rather than drain the magic like some humans would, the familiar acts as a focus to return the power from where it came upon the human’s death.”

	“Where is that?”

	Chynne stopped mid-pace of the bed. “Has anyone ever mentioned you ask more questions than a fledgling? Now is not the time.”

	Not only did Wycke find himself conversing with a talking cat, he spoke with a smug talking cat. Chynne wrapped its tail around its body, swiveling its ears back and staring down its nose in apparent derision.

	A lying cat. “Sorcerers have to be very powerful to gain a familiar.” Or so everyone said.

	“They don’t form friendships with benefits as you imply.” What did this creature hope to gain? Of course, given how easily it trapped Wycke against the ceiling, if it wanted Wycke dead, there’d be one dead prince lying on the floor.

	Chynne snorted. Cats snorted? “Enslave a familiar, you mean. Lady Gimitri breathed power and ambition. No less than fifty dead mages don’t lie.”

	Fifty? She’d stolen the power of fifty mages to add to her own? “If she was so powerful, how did we lose the battle? Why did my father lose his life?” Wycke knew the tales of how the last great battle laid waste to his father’s kingdom. But who could’ve possibly suppressed Nyanda’s power?

	“After she sent me on an errand, I believe another sorcerer blocked me from returning. She expended much power trying to bring me back in dragon form.” Chynne added in bland tones, “I might not have hurried.”

	“Dra… dragon form?” As a child, Wycke had loved stories of dragons, fascinated by the majestic creatures. However, no one he talked to had seen one firsthand in many seasons. Hadn’t Saris said Sorceress Nyanda called dragons?

	Chynne returned to pacing upon the bed. Its sharp little claws certainly weren’t doing the bedcoverings any favors. “If you’d received a proper education, you’d know all this. Unfortunately, that is beside the point. I am not here to educate you. From what I’ve observed in the past few minutes, you may be unteachable. Usable, yes, but unteachable.”

	Not insulting at all. But… “Did you know my mother? She died giving birth to me. If you were Lady Gimitri’s familiar…”

	“Lady Gimitri killed our dear queen, seeking to take her place. Your father refused her.” So matter-of-fact, no inflection in Chynne’s tone betrayed its feelings on the matter.

	“What?” Wycke shot to his feet. “What… how? How can you talk so calmly about my mother?” Murdered. Since he’d been old enough to understand the whispers, Wycke had carried guilt for killing her during his birth. Now to find out the blame lay with someone else?

	“I was a familiar, magically bound to serve my mistress. I couldn’t judge her actions, merely obey her will. Magical binding only allows me to use my magic for the good of the magical practitioner I’m bound to.”

	Another horrifying thought occurred to Wycke. “Please tell me Nyanda’s child wasn’t my father’s.” All he needed—a half-brother potentially more malicious than Radre.

	“No. When he rebuffed her, she set her sights elsewhere.” The cat released a sigh. “Even though I didn’t serve your mother, if I could have intervened, the piece of filth sorceress would never have laid hands on her. The kindest woman I ever knew, your mother.”

	Piece of filth sorceress?

	Chynne’s feline features twisted into a semblance of disgust. “I was free. I served no one. Nyanda ensnared me and forced me to serve her. Others of my kind love their sorcerers, go to them willingly, are treated with respect. She treated me as a means to an end. She asked no one for anything. What she wanted, she took. Your father refused her; now he is dead.”

	“She died too.”

	“Yes, but I believe the plans she set into motion haven’t stopped.”

	“What plans?” The hairs on the back of Wycke’s neck prickled.

	“I do not know but intend to find out. Even beyond the grave, she may be using an innocent to carry out her schemes. During my time with her, I performed many horrible acts in her name. I hope to atone for my part in her crimes, and perhaps my new master will release me from the spell.”

	“Who is your new master?” Wycke shuffled back to rest against the wall and slowly slid back to the floor. His mind could only handle so much input before he passed out. He’d rather not crack open his head in the process.

	“I have not yet made my master’s acquaintance. I know he is not in this realm at present.” Very matter-of-fact. Not at all how Wycke expected a cat to talk—if cats spoke on a regular basis.

	“But wait. If you’re looking for your master, why are you in my room?”

	Chynne spoke slowly as though to a small child. A small, not too particularly bright child. “Magic runs in your family line, yet bypassed your brother, stayed with your sister long enough to realize she wasn’t the one, though she retains some power, and came to you. Although you suppress your abilities, they’re there, within you. If left untrained, you could wreak havoc upon the world. I have come to ensure you don’t destroy the realm. In turn, you will take me to the one I’ll serve next.”

	A knock sounded on the door. “Hid…” No cat sat on the bed. A tiny spider crawled up the headboard. “Come in,” Wycke called. A spider? Really?

	A chambermaid poked her head in the door. “Would you like breakfast now, Your Highness?” She swept her gaze across the room, likely looking for lovers hiding in the curtains.

	Wycke rolled his eyes. Sir Drake in the drapes only happened once. Okay, maybe twice.

	Wycke hadn’t actually eaten the breakfast with Saris. Radre stole his appetite. Now his insides were too tied into knots for food. Plus, he might be losing his mind. “No. No, thank you.”

	“As you wish.” The maid left, closing the door gently behind her.

	Wycke turned and screamed. “Ah… a snake!”

	The snake laughed. “Knew you’d be impressed. I can take nearly any form I wish, except a dragon. Only if my sorcerer is truly powerful and orders me to can I take my most threatening shape.” One moment a snake lay on the bed, the next a cat.

	“Your sorcerer? Who sent you?” Was death imminent?

	The cat huffed. “Oh, you might be powerful, but by the ancestors, you’re dim. Most humans see me as a common cat or one of my other forms. You can hear me, talk to me, as can your sister. Your brother never said anything I wished to hear. Too much like your father. Loves the sound of his own voice, ‘Blah, blah, blah, I am the king!’ I can’t for the life of me understand what your mother saw in him.’”

	“Wait. You’re not my familiar, are you, and just playing coy?” Chynne never answered the question of who.

	Chynne’s face scrunched. In the human realm, the look usually accompanied, “Bitch, please!” Instead, he said, “No, I’m not. Had your mother been more powerful, she might have helped free me from Lady Gimitri, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves. You suppress your power. Why?”

	Wycke repeated the lines he’d learned from Saris long ago. “Because I stand between two kings. If they knew of the power, they’d each use me for their own gain. Of course, they wouldn’t mind killing me in the process either.”

	“Oh, young one. You’ve so much to learn. I need your help, so you have my protection. Once you know how to use your legacy, possibly you can free me. Until then, I must live out my destiny. I’ve watched and waited. I thought your sister might know something. Now she has revealed herself.”

	“Wait a minute! How do you know this?”

	Chynne grinned. “No one pays much attention to pixies, even to notice they didn’t truly leave when told.”

	The pixie had kissed him. Wycke suddenly felt the urge to rub his cheek. “That’s how you know about my magic. When you touched me.”

	“Yes. A simple touch reveals so much, especially with you so unguarded. The shiny jewelry on your wrist allows you some concealment, but with practice, you can hide your strength all on your own, a skill you will soon need to master.”

	“You were there when I spoke to my sister. Then my brother appeared.” Wycke narrowed his eyes. Where’d the knife land… “You’re working for him, aren’t you?”

	Chynne emitted a very cat-like hiss. “I told you. My master is a powerful sorcerer. I might be bound against my will, but I have standards.”

	“So, my brother happened to arrive today, right as Saris and I talked. Do you think he has ill intent?” The last thing they needed: Radre with powerful allies.

	Examining an extended claw, Chynne said, “King Radre hasn’t had a single intent in his entire life that wasn’t ill. Now, I believe you’re planning a trip to the human realm?”

	“What business is that of yours?”

	Chynne grinned, displaying pointy teeth. “I have traced the last known location of Sir Lyvianne—partner.”
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	“Wow, this box is heavy. What’s in here, bricks?” The load lightened the moment the words left Piers’ mouth. He leaned against the back of the elevator next to a similarly burdened Jess, pretending the box still weighed a ton. No need to freak her out about something he didn’t understand himself.

	“At least we don’t have to lug them up five flights of stairs anymore.” Jess’s hair formed a messy, turquoise halo around her face, having escaped her scrunchy long ago. The purple elastic band hung precariously from a single snarl beneath one ear.

	Piers grinned, balancing the box against the wall to pluck the band from Jess’s hair while willing the box she carried to be slightly less heavy, though not too noticeably lighter. Would it work for her? “I know, right? On-site laundry, elevator, gym access. One hell of a lot better than our last apartment.”

	“Because we finally got decent jobs.” Jess stepped out the moment the elevator doors opened.

	Piers carefully hoarded everything given to him by Uncle Lee. If he stood a chance in hell of explaining their existence, he’d sell the jewels or coins to afford a better place. He could claim his uncle gave them to him, not a total untruth, but someone might accuse him of stealing or something. Someone like him didn’t walk around with a fortune in jewels.

	Coins, jewels, and a book he couldn’t read. Then again, deep down, maybe he didn’t want to part with his inheritance. “I miss Edoardo, though.” The man who’d given Piers a job when he’d needed one had retired, closing the restaurant.

	Ed’s cousin Max came by with a bartending job offer on the day of the announcement—two days after Piers’ twenty-first birthday, just when he’d started worrying about future employment.

	Yes, the universe treated him well sometimes.

	He followed Jess to their new home, propped the box against the wall, and keyed open the door. The fresh paint smell drifted into the hallway. “After you,” he told her.

	“Do you want me to put this box down and kick your ass? Don’t go giving me the little lady act.” Jess huffed a strand of hair out of her face—which fell right back over her eyes again.

	“Nope. Not me. I saw a spider here in the hall earlier. I know how much you hate spiders. A great big hairy one with lots of eyes and legs and shit too.”

	“Spider?” Jess shot through the door.

	Piers whistled and sauntered into the apartment.

	“You asshole!” She dropped her box on the couch and chased after him.

	“But you love me.” Piers flashed his most appealing grin, twisting away from her grasp.

	Jess’s glare softened. “Yes, I do.” She slowed, following Piers into the bedroom he’d claimed.

	“Can you believe we each have a room now and don’t have to take turns sleeping on the pull-out couch?” He placed his box on the dresser and glanced out the window. The sixth floor provided a good view but wasn’t high enough to freak out Jess If-God-Wanted-Me-To-Be-Up-This-High-He’d-Have-Given-Me-Wings Russo.

	More than the wings tattooed on her back. One of Piers’ most detailed designs: a black dragon with red eyes, wings stretched wide, gaping maw displaying a mouthful of teeth.

	His best design he kept for himself, not to be used for a tattoo: the drawing of the light-haired, light-eyed boy, now a man from the dreams.

	Jess didn’t join him, staying closer to the door. She stood with her colorful arms wrapped around herself. Bright artwork covered from her shoulders down to her hands, fanciful images drawn by Piers, inked by Jess and her fellow tattooists where she worked.

	Fairies, gnomes, pixies, and other creatures Piers had no name for all sprung from his imagination. Most came from the stories told by Uncle Lee, others from Piers’ own dreams.

	“Thank you, Piers,” Jess murmured, voice low.

	“For what?” He paused in throwing balled-up socks into a drawer.

	“For being there for me, so I don’t have to be alone.” Jess rubbed her hands over her arms, silver rings winking in the light.

	Piers shook his head. Jess always underestimated her worth. Damn the parents who’d made her feel less than other people, then threw her away. “You have plenty of friends, Jess. You wouldn’t be alone.”

	“They’re not you.” Jess darted over, planted her lips against his cheek, glanced out the window, and retreated a few steps. She dug into one of the boxes to hide her fear, pulling out a ragged black and white stuffed cat. They’d resewn a few seams and reattached the tail once or twice. Neither Piers nor Jess dared consider retiring the well-hugged animal to the trash can.

	Kitty, like them, showed the effects of a rough life.

	Piers knew Jess well. The scrappy little fighter put on too brave a face to show weakness. “We need to put Kitty in the living room.”

	Other kids picked on Piers his first year at school because he didn’t receive any Christmas presents. Uncle Lee said his family never celebrated Christmas but gave Piers the stuffed cat a few days later, with a red bow around its neck. Piers’ heart squeezed. Uncle Lee should be here, helping him move, giving him fatherly advice. “You know we can have an actual cat here, don’t you? As long as we pay a pet deposit.”

	Jess slapped her hands over the cat’s ears. “Hush your mouth!” She cuddled the toy to her chest, murmuring baby talk. “Don’t listen to him, Kitty. We’ll never replace you.”

	Piers rolled his eyes, happy to break a tense moment. Sometimes they each fell into dark thoughts, their pasts, the insecurity of their lives, dragging them down into the abyss of depression. However, whatever they needed, really needed, always seemed to come along like some guardian angel watched over them, lifting their spirits. Besides, neither let the other stay sad for long.

	He liked to think Uncle Lee kept an eye on him. Or maybe Piers’ mother did, though Uncle didn’t seem to like her much. Piers’ father, perhaps?

	Jess turned on her heel. “C’mon. We need to get something to eat before work. What shift you got tonight?”

	Piers winced. “Nine till closing.”

	Jess joined him in wincing. “I am so sorry. I know you fucking hate closing shift.”

	Yes. Yes, Piers did. The longer the evening progressed, the rowdier the customers. Then the eerie walk home in the dark, when most folks slept snug in their beds. “True, but tips are good, and the move means I don’t have far to go to get home.”

	“Agreed.”

	“This part of town isn’t as dangerous to walk in, even at 3 AM.” He’d hated parting with hard-earned tips on an Uber after work or asking a coworker for a ride. “I can walk home.”

	“I don’t like you walking home alone.”

	Piers rolled his eyes again. “Yes, Mother.”

	“I know!” Jess brightened. “Why don’t I stop by the club after work, hang out a while, and walk you home?”

	Piers crossed the floor in three long strides. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? Remember what happened last time.”

	Jess held the cat in one hand, raising the other. “I swear I’ll not get wasted and drunk dial my ex. Again.”

	“Damned right, you won’t,” Piers mock growled. “Some friends take car keys. I’ll take your phone.”

	They ordered pizza—their first meal in their new home—after which Jess left for work. “I have a late client coming in, so I’ll probably get there around 9:30.” She air-kissed his cheek to keep from smearing her purple lipstick and dashed out the door.

	The new apartment took a half-hour off her commute, saving her from using the bus.

	After she left, Piers puttered around the apartment, shoving books into the bookcase, unpacking dishes. Dust mysteriously disappeared the moment he wished for a duster. Over the years, he’d learned not to question when convenient things happened, though he’d still not managed conscious control of the occurrences.

	He admired his and Jess’s domain. A massive improvement over their last place. One helluva lot better than their group home, too, where he’d usually shared a room with three other guys and spent most of his time trying to avoid their dominance pissing contests.

	So much better sharing space with only Jess.

	At last, he wandered back to his room, reached into the closet behind a few boxes, and pulled out his old, ratty backpack, the one he claimed he kept for sentimental reasons, like the stuffed cat.

	How often had his uncle handed him this bag before he left for school? Then, the last time they’d spoken, his uncle filled the backpack with clothes and books and sent Piers on his way.

	After telling him magic was real.

	Piers sat on the bed, rifled through the bag to the secret compartment, and pulled out the leather-bound book. Opening the volume to the first page, he hovered his finger over the script. His mother’s book. Her writing, or someone else’s? Uncle never told him. Damn, but he missed the man.

	He flipped a few pages until he found the drawing of a cat. Some of the other illustrations scared the bejeezus out of him, resembling demons or human body parts.

	Uncle Lee called Piers’ mother evil. Then why give him the book? He flipped through a few more pages. For a moment, a mere second only, he swore the writing moved. Nope. Enough of his imagination running wild. Snapping the book closed, he rubbed his eyes—time for a nap before work.

	First, he returned everything to the closet, then flopped down onto his bed.

	Uncle sat with him in their tiny living room, folding mismatched socks. “You have a choice, you know. One day you’ll have to choose.” 

	“Choose what, Uncle Lee?” 

	“Whether or not to be like your mother.”

	Piers jolted awake in his darkened room. He grabbed his phone to check the time. Good—he hadn’t overslept. His dreams haunted him as he dressed for work.

	Good and evil. Choose wisely.

	A niggling feeling in the pit of his gut whispered he’d have to choose soon.
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	Stories told by Cook said the human and magical realms were the same once. Even without magic, some beings found their way through—like fairies, who flitted from realm to realm unimpeded. The separation happened millennia ago, if there was any truth to the story. Wycke never gave much credence to nursery tales.

	He raised his right hand before his full-length mirror, sketching patterns in the air: up, down, and side to side: North, South, East, West. Just a little magic at first, nothing traceable to him. Then, in measured increments, he’d feed a little more power. The spell put down roots like a seed, slowly growing to create a portal for his eventual travel. Once on the other side, he’d remove his band completely and use magic discreetly but freely, if inexpertly.

	Without proper training, many of his spells went awry. As a boy, new to the palace, he’d hidden well to spy on Sorcerer Aberfrer. While Wycke didn’t understand many of the more intricate of the sorcerer’s spells, he’d mastered portals as a way of escaping his prison. Unfortunately, of all the different realms, he’d only managed to access the human one.

	What a breath of relief, visiting humans. Oh, to feel the magic pulsing in his veins like some living entity, to make things happen in an instant that he’d never dare try here.

	This time, the king blessed Wycke’s travel. No reason to leave an image of himself behind.

	Doppelgangers took so much work but came in handy for sneaking out, and his stayed in bed under the covers, semi-formed, incapable of movement. The servants never dared try to wake him, though. Instead, they’d blame his stasis on a wild night and tiptoe around the room or ignore their duties for the day.

	Goodness knew he hadn’t seen his last valet since the man referred to him as a barbarian bastard. Wycke had told him to get the hell out. Barbarian, maybe, but why a bastard? Wycke’s parents joined properly long before his birth, as he’d told the man in no uncertain terms.

	Saris referred to herself and Wycke as prisoners. Obligation formed her prison bars. Wycke’s consisted of smoke and mirrors. Sometimes he left simply to remind himself he could. Anytime. Never permanently. He wouldn’t abandon Saris.

	So, no escaping forever. Visiting the human realm, running there every possible chance, gave him a taste of freedom. If he could master returning to his own realm within minutes of departing, like he’d heard Aberfrer mention, Wycke might never stay home. But he could never linger long enough in the human realm to lose his magic and trap himself there.

	Saris becoming queen consort won some acceptance for Wycke. Between his king’s-brother-by-bonding status, exotic looks, and bad prince reputation, willing bodies came to Wycke’s bed with the wink of an eye.

	Most, to use him for their own gain. He’d had his fill of politics and scheming. For a few hours or days, he could simply be Wycke.

	He summoned a rather enterprising fairy who, for a price, flitted into the human world to secure lodging at Wycke’s favorite hotel chain and deliver his packed luggage.

	He glanced behind him with a frown.

	Chynne frowned back. Cats could frown? At least the familiar remained in feline form. The snake might be helpful at some point, but one swat and no more spider—familiar or not.

	Let the unwelcome pest make its own arrangements to find the baby or kid, or whatever. Not Wycke’s problem.

	He let out a breath, smiling in anticipation. Visiting the human realm allowed him to escape his nickname:

	Wicked.
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	Wycke spent the afternoon going over fashion magazines the fairy sent, selecting styles to allow him to fit in. He glanced up, watching the ever-expanding portal in the mirror. The process took the-ancestors-knew how long, but a slow, steady trickle of magic avoided detection.

	Could Chynne build a portal? Possibly. With his very life on the line, Wycke trusted only himself. He turned toward his unexpected guest.

	Chynne sat on Wycke’s bed, one leg hiked into the air, licking his junk. Definitely a male. The cat stopped mid-lick, tongue hanging out. “Do you mind? Grooming is a private matter.”

	Wycke leaned back on his comfortable chair, folding his arms over his chest. “Then go someplace private.”

	“You realize I can take dragon form and incinerate you, don’t you?”

	“At the risk of incinerating your balls? Besides, I thought you couldn’t go dragon without your sorcerer.”

	“He could show up at any time.” Chynne’s smile revealed far too many pointy teeth.

	“Good point.” Wycke busied himself with last-minute preparations and his magazine. Jeans seemed widely acceptable, though he loved the look of the pinstriped suit. Surely his hired fairy kept abreast of current fashions. 

	Chynne hopped off the bed. “You know, I put up a shield spell. No one can detect any magic in the room.”

	“What? Do you mean I wasted all this time? Why didn’t you tell me?”

	“You didn’t ask.” Chynne grinned. Asshole.

	The portal materialized at long last, a shimmering nothingness in the mirror. Without a word to the pesky familiar, Wycke stepped through, letting the portal snap shut behind him.

	Let the furry asshole find his own way.

	Wycke stood on a side street in the city Chynne told him to try, wrinkling his nose. Oh, the stench of car exhaust. Wycke had conveniently forgotten the downside of the human realm. How did people live here, breathing such filth? Of course, what could one expect from a place called Ash-ville? Debris lined the curb while dried grass shoved its way through cracks in the sidewalk. A haze hung over the twilight city; no sky visible. What a depressing place.

	Outside, at least. He’d spend as little time outside as possible. The reek of car exhaust clung to his skin. Disgusting.

	The air seemed thinner here than at Dhugach, the city elevated by mountains. Not as tall as the ones of his homeland, but a taste nonetheless. The buildings in this area appeared relatively new. Wycke removed his restraint cuff, extending a hand.

	Power sizzled in his veins, racing through his body. Oh, stars, gods, and ancestors! Tremors racked his body—he barely managed to stay on his feet. Power, beautiful, wondrous power, filled him with nearly orgasmic intensity. Colors brightened; sounds crispened. Even the dreary city became far more acceptable.

	He now saw past the gloom to the mountains in the distance.

	He became one with his magic. Alive! He never felt so alive as he did in the human realm.

	Remnants of magic sparkled in his vision, not enough to suggest a mage or a sorcerer. Perhaps an elf or fairy had passed this way. A quick left-right glance ensured no one witnessed his arrival. Tucking the silver armband into his pocket, he strode across the street to the last known residence of Captain Lyvianne and his charge.

	Nothing magical dwelled within the building, though faint traces remained, a whiff of perfume hanging in the air long after the wearer left.

	He ventured closer. Images flipped through his mind: a little boy, a scarred man. Hellhounds. Mages. Defensive spells. Fire.

	Wycke followed the thread left by the scarred man, hanging his head when he reached the severed end. Sir Lyvianne walked no more among the living. But what of the kid? Without his protector, the mages surely captured him. Wycke’s belly roiled. They’d do to the kid what they’d do to Wycke: steal his magic—if he had any—leaving him gasping out his last breath.

	No! Saris waited for good news, not confirmation of her old guard’s death. Besides, the traces were many human years old, though Wycke hadn’t yet figured out exactly where in time he’d landed.

	He circled the building, visions appearing of the man and the child. Yes, the man certainly shared kinship, based on his coloring. The child’s hair was much darker.

	Chynne swore his master lived. But how? Where?

	Following the faint magical trail took Wycke to a school, stores, a park. Old tinges. No sign of either man or child in the recent past. Even if he possessed magic, an untried child against mages?

	A lead weight sank into Wycke’s chest. What a futile mission. Why hadn’t Saris trusted him sooner? Why wait so late to tell him? He’d find nothing here. Not now. When he raised a hand, a taxi pulled to the curb.

	What a dreadful machine. The car changed at a mere thought, the hard-worn vehicle turning long, dark green, shiny. Okay, he’d tried for black. At least he’d not blown the car to pieces.

	This time. The driver would see nothing different. Easier than trying to rearrange his memory.

	People in this realm impressed easily: money, power, wealth. Wycke would give them what they wanted.

	Ye gods! The inside reeked. Another silent command matched the interior of the conveyance to the outside. However, the upholstery appeared in a horrible shade of yellow, complete with a better smell. He stared out the window as the car made its way through crowded streets. Stores, restaurants, a movie theater. So far, the city seemed much the same as other cities he’d visited in this realm.

	Next, he concentrated on one of the spells he’d just about mastered. A fistful of gold became a Visa Gold card. So easy. Make purchases, yet keep the card. Not like gold, which, once gone, stayed gone.

	It would take many seasons of using the card to equal the amount of gold he’d put into the bank account set up long ago to pay bills.

	The car took him to his hotel. The driver got out and opened Wycke’s door.

	On his third try, Wycke managed to convert his clothes into something more fitting for this place and slowly exited the car, a man in no hurry.

	Once out of sight, the elegant car returned to its previous appearance, and Wycke let out a relieved sigh. Maintaining glamour took so much strength. The cab driver might have only a vague memory of the trip, though he likely wouldn’t care, given Wycke’s generous tip.

	At least fifteen pairs of eyes watched him, from valets, bellhops, doormen, to other hotel guests. A wide-eyed troll opened the door with a reverently whispered, “Your Highness.” A troll? Here?

	Wycke handed him a silver piece. “I’m merely a human businessman, my friend. Surely you mistake me for another.”

	“No, I…” The troll shifted his gaze from Wycke to the silver piece then back to Wycke. Trolls weren’t known to be quick-minded. “Oh! Yes, sir! I’m mistaken. Please forgive me.”

	A troll doorman. How quaint, though others saw a middle-aged, slightly balding human. Quite possibly a troll from Myrgren, who’d survived the war by escaping to the human realm.

	Wycke examined the glamour. Well done!

	Technically, citizens of his world weren’t supposed to cross into the human realm, where human minds weren’t equipped to deal with his kind. Likely the reason the troll expended energy on the illusion of a human form. To do otherwise meant humans admitting they’d been wrong about many things.

	Nothing humans hated worse than being wrong. Maybe Wycke should inquire how the troll managed to get here. Only powerful magic built portals.

	More people inside the lobby joined the voyeurism, staring at Wycke with open curiosity.

	Marble floors, so like his current palace home. Crystal chandeliers hung above the lobby. Richly upholstered couches in shades of magenta and teal sat throughout the space. The combination of colors shouldn’t have worked so well. Some humans with vision created their own form of magic, he supposed. He strolled through the lobby, head high. The suit he’d crafted to hug his lean frame appeared of the finest quality, made to fit only him if one didn’t look too closely.

	A couple trundled past, pulling chests behind them. Long handles, wheels. How practical. The pair stopped, following him with their eyes. One needn’t peer too closely into their minds to see their intent.

	They’d be open to a threesome. The matching rings warned of morning-after baggage for accepting their unspoken offer. Besides, he’d come here on business, not for recreation. He averted his gaze.

	The line of people at check-in suddenly recalled urgent matters requiring their attention. Suggestion needed little skill, human minds being so malleable. Wycke approached the now-free counter, pitching his voice low. “Reservation for W. Bertillian.” He lifted one side of his mouth in a charming smile. Yes, he could attempt to materialize in his room, but he’d discovered the advantages of being seen during a past visit.

	Humans used the phrase “an alibi.”

	A handsome man looked up. Wycke could easily lure him…

	No. Wycke was not at court, where he worked hard to live down to others’ expectations. And he hadn’t come here for fun.

	For the first time in ages, he’d been trusted to fulfill a task he alone could manage. Saris knew him. Trusted him. Her opinion held more weight than the rest of Dhugach’s citizens combined. He’d not let her down.

	The clerk returned his smile, barely tearing his gaze from Wycke’s face to check his… What was the thing called again? Ah… computer. Yes, he checked his computer. “Here we go. W. Bertillian, a suite on the tenth floor, room 1014.” A vacant smile replaced the clerk’s attentiveness.

	Oh, dear. Time to turn down the charm. How easy to forget the impressionable minds of humans from this realm. The clerk jerked, released from Wycke’s spell. “Oh, sorry, sir. I have no idea what came over me. Let me get your keys. Will you be using the credit card you made the reservation with?”

	As if someone of Wycke’s caliber made their own reservations in this world. “Yes.”

	The clerk smiled again, handed him two plastic cards, adding a wink. “If there’s anything you need, dial zero and ask for Carl.”

	Dial? Oh, yes. The human communication system.

	“Do you have luggage? I can call…”

	“I’ve arranged to have my bags delivered,” Wycke assured him, turning his smile up a notch. Oh, yes. What a lovely young man. He’d be a suitable diversion if Wycke needed one. After his disappointing afternoon, a distraction might do him good. Return to Saris with bad news? He cringed.

	No! Business! Focus, Wycke!

	Right. Focus on the mission.

	An ogre standing behind Carl blanched, fleeing into the office. Interesting. So, he’d recognized someone from his own realm and realized Wycke saw through his human disguise—a relatively mundane human disguise.

	Wycke would ask about missing ogres upon returning home. Mere migration? Fine. Running from dire consequences of his own actions? Not good. The human realm served as Wycke’s playground. No one got to mess with his fun.

	A pair of sprites giggled their way past him, appearing to others in the form of two teenaged girls. They’d not even bothered to hide their lavender-colored hair. Them, he understood. Where else could a being who’d seen hundreds of winters vacation as someone very young and beautiful? They hadn’t ducked away, so nothing to hide, though the giggling said they knew him.

	Wycke sketched a bow. “Ladies.” The sprites giggled some more and wandered off.

	A fairy exited the elevator at his approach. She glanced around the corridor before dropping into a curtsy. “Your Highness.” She appeared a tall, thin woman in a business suit to human eyes. To Wycke, her skin shimmered with pearlescence, as did her wings. Like the troll, she’d likely escaped the war by coming here, not punishment, as she showed no fear of discovery. “We’ve prepared your room with everything you need.”

	“Thank you, my dear.” She must work with the fairy Wycke employed.

	Since the war ended, he’d not set foot in his childhood home and didn’t see much of any kingdom besides Dhugach. Did either king realize the effect of the conflict on other races?

	He should ask some of the local magicals when he inquired about the child. His tutors had spoken little of the war’s effect on any race other than his own.

	Would anyone know of the child? With a powerful mother, the kid must be strong, too, right? Saris said the suppression band might have been intended for the boy, though she claimed he had no power.

	Wycke rode the elevator to the tenth floor, stepped off, and opened the room door.

	“It’s about time.” Chynne sat stiffly on a chair, facing the door.

	Wycke ignored Chynne and pushed past into the suite. He checked drawers and the closet to find satisfactory clothing already conjured for him. With a bit of training, he’d never need to rely on fairies again. Too bad asking for training might mean condemning himself to death. He’d love to wave a hand and make whatever he wanted appear.

	“You’re along for the ride, cat,” he snapped. “You’re contributing nothing to my quest and are a general pain in the ass.” He fixed Chynne with a glare he’d practiced to send servants scurrying. They usually laughed. Wycke wasn’t known for seriousness. Chynne might make him change his mind. “In other words, you don’t get a say.”

	Chynne lifted one paw, studying extended claws. “Dragon? Snake? Remember?”

	Wycke smirked. “Not in the human realm, unless you want to face censure back in our own.” At least verbally sparring with the cat diverted Wycke’s attention from the matter of a man’s death, a child’s disappearance, and his own helplessness in the matter.

	Chynne opened his mouth a few times, seemed to reconsider, then closed his mouth again. Finally, he settled on, “You must sleep sometime.”

	Oh yeah? Wycke rubbed his hands together. “So must you.”

	Chynne grinned. “Do you really think so? How quaint.” He trundled off, tail high, jumped onto the bed, and curled up.

	Oh, no! “The bed is mine. Cats sleep elsewhere.”

	Chynne didn’t even bother to lift his head. “Which of us is the more powerful being?”

	“Which of us plans to find a willing body and spend the evening giving the hotel staff something to talk about when they see the condition of the bed in the morning?” Wycke grinned his most evil grin. Oh, yes, let the troublemaker squirm. “We’re talking sticky sheets and bodily fluids.”

	Chynne wrinkled his little black nose. “Humans! What disgusting creatures.”

	“Says the one who licks his own balls.”

	“Try having to get by with tongue baths, then come back and say it’s gross.” Chynne moved, taking a good, long lick of his furred balls. “How do you know I don’t have plans for the bed?”

	“You want a bed?” No, no, no! No images of Chynne mating allowed!

	“Yes!”

	“Then get your own room. Oh, wait. Can I watch you try making a reservation? You’d have to jump onto the counter to sign in. Your snake/cat/dragon/whatever forms don’t include a human body, do they?”

	“You’re offensive.”

	“Thank you!” Wycke swept the type of bow his sister said he should for the king. “I do try.”

	Chynne narrowed his eyes to slits. “Once I find my master, he’ll make you sorry you were so rude to me.” The cat pouted?

	Fuck. “Okay. Okay. The couch lets out into a bed.” Wycke opened the couch. “This is yours. Happy now?”

	“Oh, yes!” Chynne lolled on Wycke’s bed. He would never win.

	“You know the willing body I mentioned?”

	“Yes?” Chynne stretched luxuriously, sinking his claws into the pillow.

	If Wycke didn’t get the cat off the bed soon, the hair-covered blankets wouldn’t be worth sleeping on. “Bodily fluids. Grunting. Panting. All. Over. The. Bed. Whether or not you’re under the covers is none of my concern.”

	“Spoilsport.” Chynne jumped onto the pullout bed. “We could share.”

	“The bed or the human?” Wycke made a face. “Eww… No. Forget I asked. Now, I’m going out. Try not to cause any trouble.” Wycke traded gray pinstripes for blue denim, the shirt with too many buttons for a T-shirt, his shoes for low boots. At least he’d chosen a fairy with good taste this time.

	The television turned on, the channels flipping until settling on a show. So, Chynne was familiar with human realm technology. Duly noted.

	Wycke tied his hair back into a tail, then checked himself in the mirror. “Show me others from my realm.” Sometimes the command worked, sometimes not. Without the band on his wrist, maybe he stood a better chance.

	For long moments, nothing happened, then the image in the mirror warped, the hotel room disappearing. The dark insides of a building came into view, filled with writhing bodies. A club. Perfect. Surely someone knew something about the child. Though based on Wycke’s earlier vision, no way the child wasn’t lost.

	Let Chynne discover the fact for himself. He’d never believe Wycke anyway since he insisted he felt his master.

	Wishful thinking?

	Wycke viewed the club for several minutes, then stepped through the glass.

	A hunter on the prowl.
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	Wycke emerged from the club's shadows, the driving beat nearly bashing him over the head, especially after viewing a muted version of the scene through his mirror. He scanned the crowd. A minor mage nodded, flitting past to pursue a young man with tattoos covering his torso instead of a shirt.

	Based on the number of men trying to catch his gaze, Wycke could easily fulfill his threat to Chynne. Several men, a night of passion, no names exchanged, no one trying to call in favors later.

	Tempting.

	A gnome shot pool in the back of the room with a pixie, disguised as human leather daddies. Their exaggerated muscles flexed with their movements. Wycke marked each magical being to interrogate later about the missing Pieravor Gimitri.

	Magical energy buzzed low against his ears. Power prickled across his skin, drawing him forward. Sorcerer? Senior mage? The hairs on the back of his neck rose. What a rush. He must find the source.

	There! No. Not there. Over there! Wycke spun, playing a magical version of the hot and cold game he’d played as a child. The sensation of ants on his skin died abruptly. Maybe he imagined the feeling. Time for a drink. With some maneuvering, he parted the sea of dancing bodies to open a path to the bar.

	Men watched his every move, suggestive smiles offering a distraction. Two men stepped past, one rubbing a hand over Wycke’s ass and winking. Their passing left a clear view of the bar.

	Damnation!

	No shirt, dark jeans, smooth skin, dark hair shimmering with blue highlights in the flashing lights. A gorgeous example of maleness looked up. Wycke recalled another human phrase: holy shit! Those ice-blue eyes… No hair showed on the man’s chest, which revealed a pronounced scar on his breastbone.

	Why did he seem familiar? Did he resemble a former lover? No, this man, Wycke would remember. Hadn’t someone mentioned icy blue eyes to him recently? He tried to recall, only to have his mind drift away in one hundred different directions. What had he been thinking about?

	The man gave a barely perceptible jolt, then placed both hands on the bar, his face not lighting with lust. Strange. Humans always lusted for Wycke. “What can I get you?” Were his hands trembling?

	Wycke lowered his voice to a seductive purr. “You?”

	The bartender scrunched his face. “What?”

	“I want you.”

	The bartender gave a nervous laugh, flashing white teeth in a strained smile. “Not on the menu. How about a beer?”

	No? The man said no? Wycke squinted hard. Nonmagical. Human. How could he resist? “As a second choice? Sure. Pick one you like.” He’d never known a human to not at least flirt, especially in a place designed for meeting tomorrow morning’s bad idea. Instead, the man seemed—stressed, shoulders tensed.

	The bartender offered another practiced smile, sliding a frosty glass across the bar. Wycke used one of the few magical abilities he’d mastered from necessity, conjuring the correct amount of currency, plus a healthy tip. He slid his palm against the bartender’s, depositing the money while keeping eye contact. Lightning struck his palm, racing up his arm.

	The bartender paused, wide-eyed, then abruptly turned and stalked off to help someone else.

	A young woman with a fuzzy turquoise halo leaned over on her barstool. “Twenty or thirty men a night hit on him, you know. I think he’s been home with maybe two in the past year if that.” She held up three fingers, eyes crossing as she studied the wickedly sharp, blood-red talons on the ends.

	“What?” Wycke shouted over the club's noise.

	“I’m saying, if you want him, you gotta offer more than everyone else. He can have anyone in here he wants. So why should he choose you? Which, upon consideration, is a pretty low blow to a few egos if he turns down a hookup to watch reruns of 80s shows and cuddle with Kitty.” The woman managed the whole tirade without stopping to take a breath. She frowned at her still-extended fingers, a wrinkle forming between her eyebrows, then shrugged, dropping her hand.

	Wycke had heard the saying, “Lights are on, but nobody’s home” before. In this woman’s case, the lights were on, with a party taking place indoors.

	The woman wore a white T-shirt and faded blue jeans, sort of. More holes than material, with a curly-hair-meets-high-humidity hairstyle.

	“Might I ask your name and how you know so much about him?”

	“His cockblocking bestie.” The woman held out her hand. Fantastical inked creatures from Wycke’s own realm trailed from her wrist to disappear under the sleeve of her shirt. What were those called again? Tattoos? She wore silver rings in her eyebrow, nose, lower lip, and every finger. “Jessica. But you can call me Jess if you promise you’re not an asshole.”

	Was Wycke an asshole? Depended on who one asked, he supposed. “I’m not an asshole.” At least, Wycke hadn’t yet acquired the title in this realm.

	The woman—Jess—dropped her hand and regarded Wycke with unfocused eyes. “Do you have a job?”

	Did the assignment from Saris count? More of a mission than a job, but… “Yes.”

	“Pay your own bills?” Jess abandoned her perusal of Wycke’s body to study his face.

	What bills? No need to say his brother-by-bonding’s clerk handled the financial aspects of Wycke’s life. “Yes.”

	“Do you like pets?”

	“I have a cat.” Sort of.

	Jess narrowed her eyes. “Understand that if you hurt him, they’ll never find your body?”

	Was she a sorceress who could make Wycke disappear? He scanned Jess’s aura. Nope. Not a bit of magic. Perhaps one too many of whatever she drank, judging by her impromptu dance while trying to stay upright on her barstool.

	She turned her attention to Wycke’s hair. “Cool hair. Is the color natural?” Her bright demeanor fell in favor of a scowl fit to make banshees shrink back in fear. “I’ll yank you bald-headed if you so much as make him frown.”

	Wycke’s hair? What kind of barbarian threatened hair? Of course, the color was natural. People repeatedly telling him to dye it brown left him too stubborn to glamour it another shade.

	“Yo! Piers!” Jess shrieked, easily overcoming any background noise.

	The bartender returned. “Yes, Your Highness?”

	What? How did he… Oh.

	Jess beamed. “As long as you understand my worth.”

	Was she royal? Wycke observed her more closely. He pitied any king dumb enough to claim her for a queen. She’d take over and boot the king out in no time, as Wycke jokingly suggested to Saris many times.

	“Anyhoo…” Jess said, leaning heavily on the bar. “My friend here…” She slapped Wycke on the back. He stumbled, grabbing hold of the bar to keep from pitching head-first into the floor. She squinted at him. “What did you say your name was again?”

	“Pr… Wycke.”

	“Wick? Oh, wicked.” She turned back to the bartender a bit too abruptly, almost leaving her barstool—the hard way. “Anyhoo, my friend Wicked here has a job, claims he isn’t an asshole, and won’t max out your credit cards and leave.”

	The bartender’s face darkened all the way to his ears. He pulled the half-full glass of brown liquid away from the intoxicated woman.

	She lunged for her prize, missing by a hand’s breadth. “Hey! I’m drinking that!”

	The bartender leaned in, putting himself at Jess’s eye level. “You, missy, have had enough.”

	Was her name Missy or Jess? So many names! Wycke had forgotten how weird humans in this realm could be. Speaking of names… He let out a sigh. He’d not been here but a few hours, and already he’d been labeled “Wicked.”

	Whatever-her-name pouted. “You’re no fun.”

	“Of course not. I tend bar and have to look out for the business's best interests. Which includes drunks who have a tendency to dance on the barstools—a definite safety hazard. I’m also your designated driver.”

	“But you don’t even have a car,” she whined. “We walk.”

	“Then I’m your designated walker. Do you have any idea how many times I’ve kept you from falling into gutters?” The bartender patted her arm. “Hang in there. I only have two more hours.” He faced Wycke. “Look, I’m sorry about what she might have told you. She’s always trying to hook me up. I’m sure you’re a nice guy, you’re more than hot, but really, I’m not interested. I’m only here to work.”

	More than hot?

	Did Jess call the man Piers?

	Piers. Once more, thoughts tried to connect in Wycke’s brain, nearly meeting before flitting away again. Why couldn’t he hold thoughts? What had he been thinking again?

	Piers huffed and pointed to the dance floor. “See the guy in the green T-shirt?”

	The green made the man in question look even more like a flopping fish. “Yes.”

	“He’s a sure thing. I don’t think he’s ever said the word no. Buh-bye. Have fun.” Piers went back to serving drinks.

	Even when he’d been known as the enemy’s son, Wycke hadn’t received such a brutal rejection. Then again, he hadn’t come here to hook up.

	Jess shrugged, mouthed, “Sorry,” promptly passing out on the bar.

	“She’s getting over a bad breakup by hanging out with Jack,” Piers said while arranging drinks on a server’s tray.

	Jack? Jack who? Piers showed no signs of interest and might come with a bit of drama, making him a bad choice.

	Wycke lived for bad choices. Tomorrow he’d do Saris’s bidding. Tonight, could he indulge himself, try to forget the futility of his mission?

	Jess popped back up like Wycke had seen a dead chicken do when returned to a semblance of life by a mage. “Wicked, tell Piers to gimme my drink back.”

	“I believe the lady requires her drink,” Wycke relayed to Piers. Piers. What was it about that name?

	“She’s had enough.” Piers secured the glass out of reach somewhere behind him and folded his arms over his chest. “She’s not going anywhere with you, so you might as well give up now.”

	“I suppose she’s going home with you?” Interesting. Wycke didn’t normally misread cues.

	Jess snorted. “I hope so since I’m his roommate.”

	Piers wandered to the other end of the bar.

	Roommate. They shared a dwelling. If Wycke did intend to seduce Piers, he’d have to continue plying the cockblocker—whatever cockblocker meant—with alcohol so she’d pass out and not listen to all the wicked things he planned for her friend.

	Sure, there were easier targets. Even now, Wycke felt their gazes on him. Crook his finger? They’d come scurrying. No fun there. He liked a bit of a chase before running his quarry to ground.

	Piers intrigued him, drawing him in. Why? Handsome, nice body, acceptable bulge filling out the front of his jeans, far enough away from Wycke’s self-righteous brother-in-bonding to avoid a good scolding.

	But Wycke had seen many good-looking people in his day. Something about this man seemed familiar. Couldn’t be. He’d have remembered. He’d also never been to this particular city before.

	The mystery niggled. He’d never wanted anything so badly in his life as a few more moments of this man’s time. What would that pale skin feel like against his fingertips? He could almost feel Piers’ lips against his own. An image appeared in Wycke’s mind: the two of them entangled in the most intimate of ways. Instead of being merely another erotic thought, the vision caused longing the likes of which Wycke had never known.

	Wycke asked Jess, “Have you known him long?”

	“Since we were kids.”

	“Tell me, where is he from?”

	“Born and raised here in Asheville. At least, I think so.” A confusion crease appeared between her brows.

	So, definitely human, and highly unlikely for Wycke to have met him elsewhere.

	Piers came back toward Wycke. 

	“Do you dance?” If Wycke could lure Piers onto the dance floor, get him close enough… Even without magic, he could cast a spell to ensure they ended up together.

	Nope. Wrong. So, so wrong. Duty before pleasure, remember? But something about Piers really niggled at Wycke’s brain.

	“Can’t. I’m working.” A brief something flashed across Piers’ face. Desire? Longing? If he wanted Wycke, why hide behind a façade of indifference?

	Wycke should be working, too, though his search would end with him telling Saris the sad news. Radre searched also. Would he know someone or something killed the child?

	“Aww… C’mon, Piers,” Jess lifted her head from the bar enough to say. A napkin clung to her cheek. “You gotta take a break sometime. Go dance with the pretty man. I would, but…” Her forehead clonked against the bar.

	“It’s not my break.” Too late for Piers to answer, based on Jess’s snore.

	Wycke aimed a glance behind Piers. There. A man more tastefully dressed. Must be the manager. A little mental suggestion…

	“Hey, kid,” the man said. “Why don’t you take a break? Go mingle with the customers a bit.”

	Piers whipped his head around so fast Wycke’s neck twinged in sympathy. “What? Max, you never let us mingle during working hours.”

	Max the Manager shrugged. “What can I say? Tonight, I’m making an exception. Now go before I change my mind.”

	Wycke cocked a brow. “Wouldn’t you say there’s something divine at work here?”

	Piers rolled his eyes, hands on his hips. “One dance only. I’m telling you now, I can’t be responsible for any damage done to your toes.”

	Wycke flicked his fingers downward, surrounding his feet with a shield spell he’d learned young when an awkward instructor taught him to dance. “You have my word.” Simple magic. Oh, what he wouldn’t give to have complete control of his power, to conjure at will, every spell producing the desired results.

	Piers stepped through an open section of the bar.

	From her spot face down on the bar, Jess lifted a thumb.

	The men who’d ogled Wycke earlier now surged toward the bartender. Oh, no. This dance was taken. Wycke wrapped a possessive arm around Piers’ waist, steering him toward the dance floor.

	“Pushy bastard, aren’t you?” The slight smile took any sting from the words. By all the elder gods, Piers’ attractiveness increased when he smiled.

	Piers. What an odd name. Then again, human-realm humans always struck Wycke as a bit odd.

	His arm tingled where they’d touched. “No, pushing implies I’m behind you.” Of course, since Wycke couldn’t currently see Piers’ gorgeous ass, he definitely was not pushing.

	Wycke found a spot on the edge of the dance floor, spinning to face his somewhat reluctant partner.

	Piers stood and stared for a moment, a stubborn glint in his eyes. What could Wycke do? Ah! He sent a suggestion to whoever controlled the music. One moment music pounded. The next? Silence.

	“Sorry, folks,” came a disembodied voice. “Technical difficulties. Seems that track just melted our equipment. How about this one?” A heavy bass beat filled the room.

	A flicker of recognition momentarily eased the scowl on Piers’ face. He’d probably no idea his body started moving before he fully registered the tune.

	He spun. No! He couldn’t leave. Piers spun again, gliding effortlessly into Wycke’s personal space. He bumped, he ground, putting his mouth near Wycke’s ear. “This is my favorite song in the whole wide world.”

	Wycke learned public dancing from a young age: ballroom, promenades, moves meant to impress heads of state, and bondable young women or men.

	Piers’ wild abandon wasn’t so much dancing as having sex with many strangers with his clothes—mostly—on. Anyone wandering too close found themselves caught up in the movement, enraptured by the dancing bartender.

	And people called Wycke wicked.

	All scowling left Piers’ face, making him look so much younger, while he threw himself wholeheartedly into the beat.

	Wycke stood frozen as dancers worked their way into Piers’ space, dancing for a few beats before moving on, like courtiers bowing to their king.

	Once more, the strange electricity crackled in the air. Wycke took advantage of a lull, moving in, full body-to-body with Piers.

	Piers placed his hands on Wycke’s hips, guiding the rhythm as they swayed together. The heat of Piers’ body rose between them, along with the scent of magic.

	Wait! What? No, it couldn’t be magic. No mortal in this realm wielded magic. Cologne. Must be cologne.

	Potent cologne, reeling Wycke in better than any spell. What sorcery was this? He wanted, needed, to kiss that grin. Taste the sweetness of those smiling lips. Closer he came, bringing their noses together. When Wycke lunged to seal their lips, Piers danced away, spinning a laughing woman around with a hand on her waist and disappearing into the crowd.

	Wycke waded into the thrashing bodies. The moment he got close enough to touch, the wall of dancers closed again. He flicked a spell, creating an opening. People jumped back, fanning their noses. “Who farted?” a woman exclaimed.

	Not the desired spell, but the results worked. Wycke held his breath, darting through the opening in the crowd.

	The music slowed and stopped.

	Piers’ demeanor fell. “Thanks for the dance. I have to get back to work now.”

	“Can I see you later?” Wycke had never sounded desperate before. Never approached another so blatantly—he merely extended an arm and captured prospective lovers when they flung themselves his way.

	Piers took both of Wycke’s hands in his. “Look, you’re a good-looking guy.” He gave a mirthless laugh. “What am I saying? You’re hot as all fuck. But hot as fuck guys never offer anything I want to keep.” Piers swept a hand out toward the crowd. “Go. I imagine at least half of the people here would happily show you a good time.”

	“But not you.”

	Piers shook his head. Genuine sadness pulled his mouth into a frown. “No. Not me.” Something in his downturned eyes gave Wycke pause. Something seemed off.

	“Surely you hook up sometimes.”

	The blue highlights glimmered in his hair when Piers threw back his head and laughed, but his face remained tense. “Yes. But I find life much less complicated if I don’t take home men I meet in clubs.” He shrugged. “Sorry.”

	Sudden pressure gripped Wycke’s chest. He’d never felt such an ache before. At least not recently.

	Only when the bartender returned to work did Wycke recognize the feeling:

	Disappointment.
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	Wycke faded back, out of sight of Piers. Such a disappointment, but he’d not been here for a conquest anyway.

	He mingled, sniffed out elusive magic, and chatted up the occasional magical being. The subject proved tricky. How could he ask, “Have you seen a magical child?” without asking directly? Most of those he talked to escaped during the war, so had known Lady Nyanda, told stories of her evil, hated her for personal reasons.

	Wycke knew the war had taken a toll, but in his opulent prison, he’d never witnessed the devastation firsthand. The destroyed houses. The dead bodies. Perhaps he should be less harsh in his opinion of Broen keeping him and Saris sequestered.

	Which led him to thinking. If these beings knew the lady’s son lived among them, wouldn’t they have taken some action by now? Sure, the child couldn’t be held accountable for his mother’s crimes, but these folks lost their homes and families. So much anger needed an outlet. Murdering Nyanda’s son might appease some of the rage.

	No one knew of a magical child or any human in this realm with magic. Not even the fairy who’d charged Wycke two dances for what little information she offered—no more than any other had told him. She patted Wycke’s ass when he walked away.

	Several beings he talked to made their availability perfectly clear. So why the hell hadn’t Wycke taken anyone back to his hotel by now?

	Like a moth to a flame, his gaze repeatedly returned to Piers. “Would you answer me something?” Wycke asked the gnome he’d been speaking to.

	“I thought you’d never ask!” The guy’s face lit with a grin.

	“Not that question.”

	The gnome’s smile fell. “Then what?”

	“Take a look at the bartender, the one on the end with dark hair.”

	“Yeah. Nice. But he’s already turned me down a few dozen times.”

	Interesting. “Do you feel any magic from him?”

	“From Piers?” The gnome snorted. “He’s as nonmagical as you get. Plain human through and through. Though I wouldn’t mind if he had a little gnome in him for an evening.” The gnome waggled his brows.

	Exactly what Wycke thought—about the magic, not the gnome wanting, well… Right on cue, Wycke found himself staring again. He didn’t realize the gnome left for several moments.

	Piers looked back, quickly averting his gaze. Ah, so he wasn’t completely unaffected.

	The feel of stray magic. The man’s familiar-sounding name. Something about… Once more, Wycke’s brain shut down the thought, not letting him delve any deeper, as if some barrier stood between him and the information he sought.

	For a moment, an image of his dream man flashed into his head—or tried to. Why couldn’t he recall what the nighttime phantom looked like? So strange. What was wrong with him? Why wouldn’t his thoughts connect?

	Piers wasn’t the only one watching Wycke. From the corner of his eye, Wycke caught a glimpse of a man… No, wait. Glamour. Good glamour. After a moment of quiet observation, he separated illusion from reality. An ogre. Watching both Piers and Wycke. Not good. The war Wycke’s father provoked took a heavy toll on the ogre population. Did the ogre recognize him as a Bertillian? Maybe he should have hidden the white hair, but how was he to know there would be so many magical beings here?

	Several other magicals glanced Wycke’s way and either made meaningful eye contact or returned to their business—when they weren’t blatantly flirting.

	Not the ogre. Wycke emptied his beer, using the excuse to revisit Piers. Despite his tense shoulders, Piers managed a genuine smile, which crinkled the corners of his eyes, but somehow made him appear younger. Possibly too young to be in this club.

	“Another beer?” Piers asked.

	“Sure.”

	Head on the bar, the woman, Jess, let out a highly unflattering snore.

	Wycke didn’t try flirting this time, studying Piers instead as he handed over the beer. Handsome, with a toned but not bulky body, roughly a hand shorter than Wycke. Slender. Compact. But still taller than most in the room.

	Beautiful. Wycke sent out his senses, trying to capture the sensation of magic again. Nothing.

	Then again, he himself usually wore a talisman to hide his abilities. No visible jewelry on Piers, though.

	“Not doing too good tonight?” Piers asked, wiping down the bar. The club must be getting ready to close.

	“Wasn’t trying,” Wycke admitted. Or rather, not trying with anyone else.

	Piers’ smile turned into a frown, but he let out a breath that somehow sounded… relieved? “What a shame. I’m sure you let a lot of people down.”

	Wycke never felt nervous around a potential conquest. Finally, he dropped any hint of flirtation, shifting to honesty. “I’m not in town for long, and I’d like to see you again.” Truth tasted strange in his mouth, used as he was to verbal games.

	“I told you—”

	“No! Not for a one-night stand. Dinner, maybe? Drinks? Coffee?”

	Piers’ headshake didn’t quite hide his smile. A faint dimple formed in his cheek. “You don’t give up, do you?”

	“Not when I want something badly.” Or feel that he might die if he walked away and never saw this man again.

	Piers stiffened, smile vanishing into a scowl. “Something?”

	Uh-oh. Poor choice of words. “To get to know you. Look, when I go home, people always want something from me. I have to watch every word, every action. Here, no one cares what I do. I want to enjoy my freedom as long as I can.” Wycke all but pleaded. Why was seeing Piers again so damned important?

	Piers waited a few moments, questioning gaze boring into Wycke’s. He let out a loud exhale. “I wish I could, but I’m working the next five nights straight.”

	Not an outright “no.” “If I come back here, will you at least give me another dance?” Maybe actually dance with Wycke this time?

	After several long moments of intense scrutiny, Piers finally answered, “If the boss lets me.”

	Wycke would make sure the boss did. “I guess I can’t ask for more.” He dropped his gaze to the snoring woman. “Is she going to be okay?” Jess reminded him of a certain captain of the guards back home, who’d drink any officer under the table, always appearing bright-eyed the next morning.

	Almost made one believe in, well, magic.

	Piers smiled down at his sleeping friend, traces of tenderness on his face Wycke wanted for himself. “Yeah. Give her another week to get over her loser ex. It’s just going to be a rough week.”

	“Tell her I said goodnight.” Wycke met Piers’ gaze. Something shifted in the vicinity of his heart. Gods, the man was so unpretentious, seemingly unaware of his charms. “Goodnight, Piers.” Saris always stressed the importance of using people’s names to make them feel important while portraying himself as sincere. This time, he didn’t have to pretend.

	“Good night.” The night had taken its toll, leaving Piers a bit disheveled. He moved with the effort of the exhausted. “Wicked.” For one brief moment, he summoned a grin.

	Oh, gods, that grin. Wycke somehow managed to cross the floor without tripping over his own feet.

	“Wait a minute,” a deep voice called.

	Wycke turned, crashing into a solid wall of muscle. He looked up. And up. And up. At the top of all the muscle sat the head and face of the ogre he’d noticed earlier.

	The ogre scowled. “You. Me. Outside. Now.”

	No one ever accused ogres of being chatty. Before Wycke could protest, he found himself dragged toward the back of the club and out a door. The ogre lifted him off the ground, securing him with a massive hand to his chest and a wall at his back. Wycke rifled through memories. Had he made an enemy somehow? Well, of course, if this ogre harbored ill-will against the Bertillians.

	“What do you want with the man behind the bar?” the ogre growled.

	“The what?” Oh. The bartender. Not a war costing millions of lives. Dear gods! Just Wycke’s luck to encroach on an ogre’s lover. May he survive the encounter. He readied defensive spells.

	Which would probably backfire spectacularly.

	The ogre put himself nose-to-nose with Wycke. His breath smelled of whiskey. “I want to know why you’ve been watching the bartender.”

	“He… he’s gorgeous,” Wycke managed to get out.

	The ogre grew so close both his eyes merged into one in Wycke’s vision. “Is that all, Prince Wycke?”

	Wycke’s hard swallow didn’t dislodge the boulder suddenly trapped in his throat. Damnation. He really should have hidden his hair. Then again, impossible to hide behind glamour with an ogre. “Um… yes? I mean, yes!”

	“No other reason?”

	“None!” Except for Piers’ inexplicable pull on Wycke.

	With a grunt, the ogre set Wycke down, perhaps too heavily. Wycke grabbed the wall to keep from falling. “What did you think I wanted with him?”

	“I don’t know. The other magicals noticed something about him but can’t say what. There’s an energy to him, thrumming low. He seems unaware, but it’s there.” The ogre scratched his head.

	Wow. The most articulate conversation Wycke had ever conducted with an ogre. No. Not right. He’d never actually conversed with an ogre, simply gone by what others told him. “What are you, his personal guard?”

	The ogre shook his head, extending a hand roughly three times the size of Wycke’s. “M’name’s George in this realm. Ever since I noticed him, I’ve watched.”

	“You”—Wycke gulped— “and him?”

	George screwed up his face, giving him an even more sinister look. “Nah. It’s just… my family came here to escape the war when the sorcerers’ magic destroyed our home. No offense, but my kind see humans with magic as a realm-ending accident waiting to happen.”

	“He has magic?” So Wycke hadn’t imagined his earlier impressions.

	George shrugged. “I’m not sure. Every now and then, I feel something, then the feeling goes away. Almost like I’m searching for something that doesn’t want to be found.”

	Similar to how Saris described Wycke with his power-suppression band. Interesting. He hadn’t noticed any jewelry. An enchanted cock ring, maybe? “So why are you protecting him?”

	George shrugged again. “Because he seems like a good guy. If he’s good, I kinda want him to stay good, if you know what I mean.”

	Wycke hated to ask, but, “What happens if he stops being good?”

	The planes of George’s face drew into taut, hard lines. “If he’s a threat, we’ll take care of him.”

	“We’ll?” Wycke didn’t like the sound of the plural.

	“Me and some other magicals make sure we don’t have to find another home again.” George rolled his shoulders, joints popping. “We’ve seen the occasional magical human, outlaws, mostly. We… deal with them. So, I also look out for our friend behind the bar. If a bad element got hold of him…”

	Which left Wycke no choice: he must get better acquainted with Piers.

	“I just saw a moment of horror on your face,” George said, “which means you know exactly what could happen. The guy seems oblivious, and maybe it’s not even him we’re feeling, but he bears watching. I’ve approached him in human guise. Even some fae have tried. He doesn’t see through our glamours, keeps to himself, or rather to himself and the colorful female he never seems to be without.”

	“She’s his roommate, I think.”

	“Oh. Did King Broen send you? Don’t bother lying. Your thoughts show on your face. Word of advice. Never play cards with pixies. You’d lose.”

	No need to lie. “Not King Broen, but Queen Saris. She said a friend came here during the war—a friend she hasn’t heard from, so wanted me to check.”

	George’s mouth dropped open. “Saris? Your sister? King Broen took her for his mate?”

	“Yes.”

	“I admired Prin… Queen Saris’s mother. Your mother too, I suppose. She was good to our people, dealt fairly with us. Unlike her mate.” George spat. The awful hawking sound ended in a splash in a nearby puddle. Thank the gods for darkness. Some things Wycke simply didn’t want to see.

	“Do you know of a Sir Lyvianne, a Myrgren royal guard who came from our realm?”

	George shook his head. “Can’t say I do, but I’ll ask around. Few humans from our realm stay. Why should they, when their ilk rule in ours?” More than a touch of bitterness laced the words.

	Politics. The last thing Wycke needed. “When he came here, he came with a child. A child born to magical parents.”

	“Now, that, I’d know. No. No humans around here have magic unless you count the bartender, which might just be from some sort of protection spell. Besides, I’ve always heard that humans lose their magic in this realm after a while. I don’t personally know any who’ve come here, so I can’t say.”

	George spoke way too openly with Wycke to have been suspicious of him such a short time ago.

	“Why are you telling me all this when you don’t trust me?”

	George grinned, showing a mouthful of enormous teeth. “Because if you do something we don’t like, we will end you.” He spoke the words so casually, as though he’d not just threatened violence.

	Take ogre threats lightly at your own risk. “Then I must make sure not to do anything you don’t like.”

	“You do that.” George turned, trudging down the alley out of sight, leaving Wycke with much to consider.

	There was definitely something special about Piers.

	Now to find out what.
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	Oh, fuck! Oh, fuck! Oh, fuckity-fuck!

	Piers felt like he’d been smacked upside the head when he spotted the man from his dreams working his way across the floor to the bar. A quick save spared the tequila bottle he held from crashing to the floor.

	No matter how many times he looked, then closed his eyes and searched his memories, Piers couldn’t find any differences between his dream man and the one he’d met tonight.

	So many questions to ask. How could he say, “I saw you in my dreams,” without it sounding like a bad pick-up line? His heart pounded every time the stranger came near.

	But was the man really a stranger if Piers had known him in dreams for years?

	Wycke or Wicked. He’d certainly looked Wicked. He’d wanted Piers too. How long since Piers had shared the night with another? Not just a quick fumble, then out the door, but an entire night.

	Have mercy. What would that sultry voice sound like when Wycke groaned out Piers’ name in the throes of passion? A far too detailed image came to mind: Wycke’s head thrown back in ecstasy, eyes closed, crying out his pleasure.

	Several times during the night, Piers rolled what-ifs around in his head. What if he’d actually danced with Wycke instead of everyone else? What if he’d agreed to one night? Then again, Wicked said he’d wanted dinner. To get to know Piers.

	Not the first time Piers heard the “get to know you” line as a means to a quick fuck. Would Wicked be any different? What did he mean about not being himself at home? Not being out at home and going out of town to get his itches scratched?

	Poor guy. He’d be far from the only closeted gay man in the club tonight. Where had he come from? Why did he appear in Piers’ dreams? Or maybe his dream guy shared similar traits with the real deal.

	But that was ridiculous. Someone he’d met in dreams didn’t suddenly show up. Besides, the group home counselor told him he’d created his dream boy, later a man, as a coping mechanism against losing his uncle and not having many permanent people in his life, kinda like an imaginary friend.

	Nonsense. Maybe Piers merely convinced himself this was his dream guy. However, how many men under thirty had white hair, a particular silver-fox journalist notwithstanding?

	Maybe he’d seen Wicked, or whatever his name was, somewhere before a long time ago and created the image while he slept. Yeah, a perfectly logical explanation of why the guy seemed so familiar.

	Only, those dreams went back years.

	The moment had passed—no going back. Stupid. Piers could at least have gotten a phone number. Taking the number didn’t obligate him to call. Nothing wrong with getting a cup of coffee. Now, Piers must put might-have-beens out of his mind and worry about getting Jess home safely.

	His shift finally ended. It took an act worthy of a contortionist to wrangle Jess into her puffy coat. The next twenty minutes wouldn’t be pleasant. Despite his coat, the cold grabbed Piers like a fist when he herded Jess outside.

	He blew out a breath, the warm air creating mist before his face. January. Cold but no snow. Thank the ancestors for small favors. Thank the ancestors. Something Uncle Lee used to say, and Piers’ coworkers gave him grief over. It just seemed the right thing to say, sometimes.

	Arm around Jess, he made his way from the club. Neon lights flicked off one by one, darkening the street. The lights went out the night Uncle Lee died. But no. Street lights illuminated their way, and a car passed by, headlights momentarily blinding him.

	Jess sagged more with each step. They needed a place to stop a minute before starting for home again.

	The “Open” sign flashed in the window of the quaint little coffee shop he’d noticed while moving in, which sat midway between the club and the apartment. Logical, this close to the club district. Many partiers must stop in for a caffeine fix before going home.

	Piers opened the door, clinging to Jess. Her slick coat nearly caused her to slide out of his arms a time or two. He parked her at a table, helped her out of her coat, and approached the counter. A young woman with braces watched his progress. “What can I get ya?”

	“Two black coffees, no sugar.” He glanced back at Jess, her head slowly drifting toward the table. “On second thought, give me three.”

	The woman grinned. “Three post-clubbing specials, coming up.”

	While she prepared the drinks, Piers perused the shop. A group of what appeared to be college kids sat at two joined tables, and two couples sat in a corner. Then, he spotted a guy hovering over Jess. Oh, hell no!

	He stalked to the table. Couldn’t the asshole see Jess was drunk? Or maybe he did see. He wouldn’t be the first to try to take advantage of someone in a defenseless moment. “Now, wait a damned minute!”

	Jess giggled, eyes somewhat unfocused. “Don’t get your panties in a bunch, big boy.” She told the man, “It’s just my overprotective roommate. Helluva bark, no bite.” Confusion passed over her face. “Or is it the other way around?”

	Piers scowled.

	The guy held out his hand. “I just came to check on her. She was listing to one side.”

	Jess proved his point, on a slow-moving trajectory toward the floor. The guy straightened her with a hand on her shoulder, yanking his hand back when Piers moved to shove him out of the way.

	“Whoa! Whoa! I’m not hitting on your girlfriend.” The guy lifted both hands in surrender.

	Jess peered around Piers. “He’s not my boyfriend, cutie. I’m very single.” She collapsed onto the table—Piers and whoever winced.

	“I just wanted to make sure she’s okay. Really.” Look in the dictionary under ‘ordinary’, and you’d likely find this guy’s picture. Average height, average build, medium brown hair and eyes, somewhere between twenty and thirty. Nothing remarkable at all. Like he deliberately tried to fly under people’s radar. Move along, folks, nothing to see here. “Can’t have anyone falling in my shop.”

	The words paused Piers’ deep inhale in preparation for a major telling-off. “Your shop?”

	The guy grinned. “Yes. I’m the owner. I don’t recognize you two and couldn’t let a potential regular fall over now, could I? Would be bad for business.”

	The owner. Just the owner. Not some predator.

	“If you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to the kitchen.” The guy didn’t even say his name.

	Piers retrieved the coffees and plopped down on the other side of the booth, placing two cups in front of Jess. “You gotta drink at least half of one before I even consider lugging you back to the apartment. One footfall on black ice could send us both to urgent care.”

	Jess dutifully took a drink, then made a “blech” face. “Black, no sugar. How could you?”

	“It’s what you need.” What Piers needed too.

	“Where’s the cutie?” she asked, looking around.

	“If you mean the guy you were flirting with, he’s the owner. He went back to work.” Piers scowled. “I thought you’d given up on men.” Again. For about the tenth time.

	Jess giggled. “Doesn’t hurt to sharpen my claws on occasion.” She bent over the table, coming eye-to-eye with Piers, hooking her fingers. “Mrrroooow!” She dissolved into giggles. Like hitting a light switch, she sobered. “Speaking of, you really should’ve poured me into an Uber and left with that Wicked guy. I mean, what if he believed in truth in advertising? Wicked, get it?”

	Not again. Besides, Piers would never trust Jess’s safety to a stranger. “Drink your coffee, then let’s go home.”

	He caught glimpses of the owner several times, who seemed to keep close tabs on Jess, but never returned to the table. Well, made sense. Drunks coming from the clubs likely caused trouble from time to time.

	Piers couldn’t put off the inevitable any longer, tugged them both into their coats, and got them home. Thanks to everything wonderful in the universe, climbing stairs to their apartment was a thing of the past. Elevators were the greatest things ever.

	He propped Jess against the wall outside their apartment to unlock the door.

	“You should’ve brought home the gorgeous white-haired guy,” Jess slurred as Piers helped her inside. She collapsed onto the couch, waving him away when he reached for her. “Go. Save yourself. It’s too late for me. But really. That scorching hot man could’ve been yours tonight.”

	Piers folded his arms over his chest, staying close in case gravity suddenly put his very wasted roomie on the floor. “The walls are thin. You’d have had to listen to us all night.”

	“The things I do for you.” Jess giggled, failing twice before finally convincing both legs to join her on the cushions. “I mean, having two sexy guys banging each other through the mattress in the next room? Yeah, big hardship there. Did you see his ass?”

	Nothing Jess said should’ve shocked at this point in their relationship. But how’d she seen the man’s ass? She’d been passed out on the bar most of the time.

	Somehow, the image of the stranger straining above him appeared in Piers’ mind. Again. Heat rushed to his cheeks. “He was easy on the eyes, wasn’t he?”

	Something about him, the oddness of his nearly golden eyes and pale hair, the way he carried himself with confidence. No, not confidence. He’d passed confidence a few miles back.

	“Oh, hell, yeah! I don’t understand,” Jess whined, “I even approved of him. How could you not bring home a man named Wicked?” The best friend who’d tried to play wingman rolled, grabbing onto the back of the couch to keep from tumbling into the floor.

	Piers shifted her away from the couch edge, lifted her legs, and sat, placing her feet in his lap. Talking gave him an excuse to stick around long enough to ensure she’d be okay or whisk her to the bathroom at the first sign of retching. “Because he came to the club looking for a good time. Anyone would do.”

	“Yeah, I’m sure you’d have done nicely.” A strand of hair fell across Jess’s face. She blew. The tuft lifted and fell back into place, her eyes crossing as she followed the movement.

	Piers leaned over, tucking the wayward lock behind her ear. “I don’t want to be a convenience.” Besides, there was the whole dream come to life thing. White blond hair… Uncle Lee had white hair, kept short. But Uncle Lee had been in his sixties, at least, when he passed. This guy appeared much too young for his hair to have gone white. Until tonight, Piers had considered his dream guy just a dream.

	Lightning strikes, snow, boxes that mysteriously grew lighter…

	Could Piers somehow summon people too?

	Jess fixed him with a far too sharp gaze for someone who’d consumed enough alcohol to stock the average home bar. “In what year did you last get laid?”

	Oh, no. Not this conversation again. “I don’t keep track of my conquests.” One year, two months, and a handful of days.

	“What’s to keep track of? Have you even gotten any since what’s his name?” Jess flung her arm over her eyes. “It’s too fucking bright in here. I can’t even remember what’s his name’s name, so you know it’s been a while.”

	“Jess, honey, I’m amazed you remember your name right now. And it’s not any brighter than normal.” Suddenly, the lights grew softer. Maybe the overhead fixture blew a bulb. The lurch in his heart told Piers, no, he’d somehow wanted something and made it happen again.

	“Much better. Thanks, dude. You’re the b…” Jess’s words trailed off into a snore.

	Piers crawled out from under her feet, settling her into a comfortable position. He took his favorite place by the window. The lights below twinkled. He’d always loved twinkling lights. As a child, he’d gone to the mountains with Uncle Lee. They’d sat on the deck of their rented cottage, transfixed by the heavens. Instead of down below, the twinkling lights shone above. Bright and glittery in the heavens.

	Piers asked about constellations. Uncle Lee had said, “These aren’t the stars I remember.” Had he truly come from another part of the world?

	Uncle Lee. What happened to him? Who’d been after them?

	Uncle Lee.

	White hair. Yellowish eyes.

	You are not from this human realm we live in. Were the words more than shock-induced psychosis like the counselor claimed?

	The stranger tonight. Long white hair trailing down his back. For one moment on the dance floor, though, Piers swore he’d seen the sparkle in a pair of golden eyes.

	Uncle Lee had said one day his friend would send for them.

	The man tonight. He’d been insistent, but he hadn’t seemed to recognize Piers. If he’d been a friend of Uncle Lee’s, wouldn’t he have said so?

	Maybe he dyed his hair. No! No, letting his mind run wild. Wicked, or whatever his name was, wandered into the bar looking for an easy pickup.

	Like hundreds of other men who’d hit on Piers.

	Men he’d shot down.

	They’d never seemed right. He definitely found men attractive, even went out with a few. But they rarely ended the night in bed. And of those, the following day he’d not known them any better than at their first smile.

	Maybe he should’ve accepted the offer, though he couldn’t have brought anyone home with Jess here. Too rude.

	They used to plan who got the apartment on which night when they’d shared a one-bedroom place. Jess sometimes brought a date home or stayed with a lover.

	Piers spent his free nights alone. Away from work, away from people. Alone with his thoughts. Until he abandoned all pretense at a social life.

	He glanced at the couch. Maybe he should have asked Wycke to wait for him while he got Jess home. Somewhere out there, was Wycke alone? No, he’d likely taken Piers’ advice to find someone else.

	Why, oh why, hadn’t Piers gotten the guy’s phone number? Or had a night off to accept the offer of dinner?

	Maybe Jess had a point.

	His phone chimed with a text. He checked the screen. One of his coworkers. What did Randy want at this unholy hour? Piers let out a sigh. This couldn’t be good. But, no. Nothing bad.

	The rent’s due. Can I take your shift tomorrow night?

	Actually, giving Randy a shift meant repaying a favor. Piers typed in: Sure.

	Thanks, man!

	Damn! Piers told Wicked he worked five nights straight and didn’t have time for dinner. Funny for Randy to text now, right after Piers wished for a night off.

	But how could he get in touch with Wycke?

	Piers shoved his hands into his jeans. Huh? Something crinkled against his fingertips. The card he pulled out bore the name of a local hotel. He let out a low whistle. Nice place. Scrawled in pen on the back, he found “Wycke, room 1014.”

	Wycke. Jess called him wicked. When had the man slipped the card into Piers’ pocket?

	Oh. It must’ve been when they danced. Piers winced.

	He turned the card over in his hand. Should he call? No. Too pathetic. Right now, Wycke probably lay entwined with someone else. Or worse, slept.

	Fuck.

	Piers tossed the card onto the coffee table, covered Jess with a blanket from the closet, and went to his room. A few boxes lay on the floor, as yet unpacked. The bulletin board he’d hung first, displaying some of his art.

	He crossed the room in three long strides, ripping a pencil drawing from the cork surface. Thumbtacks flew in all directions. There in his hand, a picture he’d drawn while in his teens, never quite finishing. Enough of the face shape existed, the curve of the eyes and nose. The long hair. He ran his fingers over the image, heart racing. How the hell had he drawn the stranger’s face years ago?

	Only for him to show up tonight. Piers wanted to see him again, to get answers if for no other reason.

	The card lay on the nightstand. What the hell?

	He plopped down on the bed, rubbing his hands over his face. Damn, he must be tired if he’d forgotten putting the card there. Before he could talk sense into himself, he pulled his phone from his pocket and dialed the number.
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	“Every time I think I’m about to figure something out, poof!” Wycke shook his head, spreading his thumb and forefinger apart one inch. “This close, and the thought goes away.” He glared at the familiar. “Why the hell am I talking to a cat?”

	“Shall I change form? Spider? Rat? Basilisk?” Chynne replied, in disdainfully bored tones from the nest he’d built on the pull-out bed with every pillow available.

	Oh, yeah, right. Chynne already wore his least scary persona. “Cat works.” Wycke flopped back onto the enormous bed in the beautiful bedroom.

	Shared with a cat.

	Piers. The bartender’s name. Piers. Sounded like… Once more, Wycke’s thoughts disjoined, skittering away. Piers hadn’t fawned over Wycke or tossed himself in Wycke’s path because of title, connections, reputation, or looks.

	No. Piers said no. Showed no interest whatsoever. Or no more than a few glances when he thought Wycke wasn’t looking.

	Black and chestnut hair accentuated with blue highlights; eyes carved from moonstone. The ogre said he’d noticed magic too. Ogres didn’t lie. Many of the magical races didn’t. Not from a sense of honor, but because lies served no practical purpose.

	Humans never learned that lesson.

	Saris would laugh and tell Wycke rejection had bruised his ego. Yet, he swore he knew Piers but couldn’t grasp how. A dream image returned to him, slithering away to wherever his other thoughts involving Piers went.

	So confusing.

	“So, you’ve found no traces of Queen Saris’s friend and the child?”

	Wycke let out a long breath. “Sir Lyvianne is dead. No one has heard anything about the child, so he must’ve died too.” There his evasive thoughts went again…

	“Then shouldn’t you return to Dhugach and tell your sister?”

	“You’ve met her. Would you be in a hurry to deliver bad news?” Something deep inside said Wycke’s work here wasn’t done. Besides the child, there was an abundance of magicals. Did King Broen know? Could the migration harm Tirra Neu?

	“I suppose you do have a point.” Chynne scratched his chin, a far too human gesture for a cat. “I’ve not been able to detect him either, in this realm. I was so certain my master was here.” Chynne looked positively… dejected. Not used to being wrong? Or not used to admitting being wrong?

	Then again… “How could you be able to if you’ve never met him?”

	Chynne rolled his eyes. “He is my master. I would know, I think. I cannot believe he is dead. If he were, I’d be free.” More to himself than Wycke, he mumbled, “Shouldn’t I?”

	Chirping closed both their mouths. They each whipped their heads around to stare at the device by the bed. The chirping came again. What…

	Oh. A telephone. Another danger of staying away too long—Wycke’s memory sometimes lost essential facts, like a telephone ringing. He placed the receiver to his ear. He’d initially seen these devices on human television, used to shriek at someone or order a delicacy called pizza.

	He recalled the official greeting. “Hello.”

	“Hello. Er… Um… Is this Wycke?”

	“I am he.” Wycke braced to toss the phone down and demand Chynne whisk them to safety. Had one of the king’s spies followed him after all?

	Chynne stalked off, tail in the air, vanishing a few steps from the bed.

	“Sorry to call you so late. I didn’t wake you, did I?”

	“No. Not at all.” The voice sounded familiar.

	The voice registered when the caller said, “This is Piers. We met tonight at the club where I work.”

	Surely Wycke hadn’t cast a summoning spell without realizing. “Ah, yes. The dancing bartender.” The gods, ancestors, or someone smiled on him tonight.

	“Look, I have an unexpected free shift. If you’re not busy, I thought, maybe, you’d like to go get that drink… or something.”

	Definitely “or something.” If memory spells weren’t such a chore, Wycke would open a portal, drag the man through, and wipe his mind later.

	Risking turning Piers’ brain to mush.

	No. Wycke must play by the realm’s rules. Besides, portals were hit and miss for him due to no proper training or time, except between his room in the palace and this realm. He’d hate to wind up with only the guy’s clothes while his new favorite bartender shivered naked somewhere.

	If he couldn’t conjure a bit of company, he could bring Piers to him in other ways. “What do you suggest?”

	“Do you like Italian food?”

	Wycke would gladly agree to any cuisine if Piers sat across the table from him.

	“There’s a place called Luigi’s, right around the corner from your hotel. Should we meet at say, six tomorr… I mean, tonight?”

	Wycke glanced at the clock. Four a.m. “I’d love to.”

	Piers sounded less nervous when he said, “Great! I’ll see you tonight.”

	Wycke hung up the phone, flooded with relief for some reason.

	Only… How the hell had Piers found out where Wycke stayed?
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	Wycke occupied his day canvassing the area. No magicals lived in the vicinity of Sir Lyvianne’s old apartment. A wood sprite at a nearby market recalled a magical battle about fourteen or fifteen human years ago, but refugees were terrified of being found out and didn’t call attention to themselves by rushing into trouble.

	They’d seen enough carnage.

	Too bad there was no representative of all the magical races Wycke could appeal to, someone who knew the comings and goings of other-realmers. Someone like Lady Nyanda Gimitri could lay waste to this world.

	Right. Humans couldn’t wield magic here for long.

	Or could they? He certainly did, though he’d never stayed long enough to know if his abilities diminished over time. For all he knew, the man who’d just passed him on the street came from the magical realm, for humans from his realm didn’t need glamour. If they managed to suppress their magic, could they exist in this world indefinitely?

	Scary thought. The last thing either realm needed was another Lady Nyanda.

	If her son were truly here…

	Once more, Wycke stood in front of the apartment building where he’d first materialized. He focused on Sir Lyvianne. Again, images came in clearly: Lyvianne performing domestic duties, sitting in a chair by a child’s bedside, reading.

	Wycke shifted his focus from Lyvianne to the child. The image grew muddled. Why couldn’t Wycke focus? Why couldn’t he see?

	Could someone have cast a befuddlement spell?

	Someone would have discovered Pieravor Dimitri long before now if he lived. Perhaps Saris misspoke. Maybe Sir Lyvianne fled to another realm instead?

	No, Wycke had witnessed his passing—sort of. An illusion? Or perhaps Lyvianne hid the child in another realm before mages and hellhounds took the old guard’s life.

	Too much thinking, best saved for later.

	Wycke returned to the hotel room to find Chynne sitting on the folded-up couch.

	“From the look on your face, which could curdle milk, am I to believe you found nothing?” Chynne appeared as dejected as Wycke felt.

	“Nothing. It’s like someone or something is blocking me.”

	“I felt that too.”

	“Did anyone tell you anything?”

	Chynne sighed. “There’s no hiding what I am or who.” He glared up at Wycke, eyes flashing red. “Remember your reaction to me at the palace?”

	Yeah. Nyanda’s familiar wouldn’t be well received. “Well, I’m having dinner with Piers tonight. Despite him being human, maybe he knows something.” Good enough excuse to shirk duty for an evening, in Wycke’s opinion.

	“Piers.” Chynne rolled the name off his tongue. “Piers. Why does that name…” He stared off into space. “Something is going on there. Be careful.”

	Be careful? A being who barely tolerated Wycke cautioned him to be careful? “Why, Chynne, I didn’t know you cared.”

	Chynne growled and turned his back.

	Yeah, Wycke knew how he felt. So frustrating. He did not want to return to Saris without knowing what happened to Nyanda’s child. What was his name again? “Chynne? What was Nyanda’s son’s name?” Why couldn’t Wycke remember?

	“It was…” Chynne turned, head cocked to the side. “I don’t remember. Why can’t I remember?”

	Were their memory blocks a product of this realm rejecting human magic? No. That wouldn’t affect Chynne. And the other magicals Wycke had met here kept the ability to maintain glamour.

	Very, very strange.
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	Wycke entered through the restaurant’s front door and immediately spotted Piers sitting at a booth in the back. The aroma of spices and tomatoes made his mouth water. If the taste of the food lived up to the smell, he would indeed like Italian. Soon he’d take bad news to his sister, so why not put off the moment as long as possible?

	Yet, this meeting alone caused concern. First, Piers claimed he had to work, now he didn’t. Had he simply changed his mind about seeing Wycke, or was he telling the truth about his sudden availability? 

	Piers threw up a hand, a tentative smile on his lips. Nervous? Why? Then again, he said he didn’t accept company often.

	Dressed simply in a button-down shirt and blue jeans, Piers didn’t stand out much until their gazes met, and he paralyzed Wycke with a pair of icy blue eyes. The rest of his face matched his eyes’ beauty, a long, thin nose, dark brows, high cheekbones, full lips. With the lights low to accentuate the candle burning in a glass on each table, the blue highlights in his hair remained hidden.

	Wycke donned a practiced smile. Wait! What? Why? No one here to put on airs for. He let a genuine smile bloom, made his way to the table, and slid into the booth opposite Piers. The stress of the fruitless day suddenly melted.

	The establishment didn’t look like a place where royal kin might dine, but somehow Piers elevated the place to much more than a drab eatery.

	“Hi,” Wycke said. Hi? He said hi? How ridiculous.

	Piers’ smile turned shy. “Hi, yourself.”

	“I’m glad you called.” No need to bring up the question of how Piers got the number or knew where Wycke was staying. To question fate meant to put oneself on its bad side. Not a good place to be.

	Fate hated being questioned.

	Then again, maybe Wycke had mentioned the hotel in passing.

	“I felt bad about having to work, then lo and behold, someone wanted my shift, so here I am.” Piers swept a clumsy bow without getting up.

	“Here you are.” Wycke had to stop grinning like an idiot. Piers gave a hard swallow. Wycke followed the movement of Piers’ bobbing throat with his eyes.

	A server appeared at their table, a bottle of wine in hand. “Could I interest you gentlemen in a glass of our best Chianti?”

	Piers looked down at the table. “Um…”

	“Certainly. One check, please.” Wycke had seen enough of people to understand when they might not be able to afford what someone offered. In finance matters, Wycke chose to spend the king’s money generously.

	After the server filled their glasses and left, Piers asked, “One check? You don’t have to—”

	“I want to. I asked you out, remember, so I expect to pay.”

	The stiff set of Piers’ shoulders relaxed. He took a tentative sip of the wine and moaned. “Oh, this is good.”

	King Broen’s kitchens served better vintages. Probably not the time to mention the perks of Wycke’s position back home.

	The server returned. Wycke studied the menu. “I’m not sure I know what any of this is.”

	“Would you like me to order something for you?” Piers asked.

	Wycke smiled and nodded his gratitude. He thought he managed to blend in pretty well in this realm now, unlike his first attempt, when the sight of a car sent him screaming. Still, he’d so much more to learn—like Italian food.

	Piers ordered, and the server departed. “So, you said you’re only in town a few days. Where are you from?”

	How much could Wycke safely say? “Where there’s way too much sand, the wind never ceases, the weather fluctuates between hot and dry to hot, muggy, and wet. What about you?”

	Piers shrugged. “I mostly grew up around Asheville, but my uncle said we weren’t originally from here.”

	So, not born and raised here after all. “Your uncle?”

	Piers gave a curt nod and took another sip of wine. “Yeah. My mom died when I was a baby. I’ve never met my father.”

	Prickles trailed along Wycke’s spine. Why, he couldn’t say. He adopted Saris’s best sympathetic tone. “I’m sorry.”

	Piers shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t remember my parents, just my awesome uncle. How about you?”

	Wycke knew all about a childhood without parents, thanks to the damnable war. “I lost my parents young as well. My older sister more or less raised me.”

	“I wish I had a brother or sister.” Piers gave a fond smile. “But I’ve got Jess. She’s like a sister—nosy, annoying, but has my back.”

	“I have a brother,” Wycke admitted. “We don’t talk much.” Which used to hurt. Young Wycke worked hard to gain his brother’s approval since he’d never known his father’s. He’d abandoned hope long ago. Over the many seasons, Radre only contacted his siblings when he wanted something, mainly to use Saris’s influence with the high king.

	“That’s too bad.” Piers twirled his wine glass with long, elegant fingers.

	Wycke took a break from the conversation by focusing on his wine. By the third sip, the vintage had definitely grown on him. “So, your uncle raised you? Does he live around here?”

	“No. He died when I was a kid. I grew up in foster care, where I met Jess.”

	Though he’d spent time here, Wycke didn’t understand all Piers said. “Foster care?” Once more, something flickered in his memory, dancing away before he could decipher what.

	Piers gave a dry laugh. “Don’t they have foster care where you’re from? Families, or group homes, that take care of kids without families of their own or who were taken away from their parents for… reasons.”

	Wow. Wycke thought his upbringing sucked. “How’d you find yourself working at a club if you don’t mind my asking?”

	“I dunno. I worked at a diner, wished I made more money for a better apartment, and then my boss announced his retirement. Max, my boss at the club, came in that night, and he offered me a job out of the blue.”

	“Do you like it?” Waiting on people, being unable to leave? Not Wycke’s idea of fun.

	Piers shrugged. “Yeah, I do. Beats washing dishes. Tips are usually good too. I like my coworkers. A customer occasionally turns out to be an asshole, but we have security.” He grinned, that wonderful, light-up-a-room grin, complete with a dimple in one cheek. “At least Jess and I managed the better apartment.”

	They paused the conversation while their server delivered their meals.

	As he studied Piers’ face, something nearly connected in Wycke’s brain again, a thought on the tip of his mind, the feeling of familiarity. Gone in an instant. The sensation left him reeling.

	“What did you call this dish again?” Wycke asked, pointing to his plate with his fork. The scent of spices filled his nose. Also, tomatoes and some kind of cheese. His stomach liked the presentation, growling its approval.

	“Lasagna.” Piers gave a rueful laugh. “I can’t believe you’ve never had Italian food before. Try it. It’s awesome. My favorite.”

	Wycke eyed the dish skeptically. Back home, any time the cooks used this much sauce and cheese, they hid something disgusting underneath—like tripe.

	Piers took a bite of his own meal, closed his eyes, and moaned.

	That moan had the potential of becoming Wycke’s next favorite thing. He hid interest by taking a bite of the tomato-and-cheese-covered whatever. Oh, ancestors! Excellent!

	Piers chuckled. “I knew you’d like it.”

	“This is wonderful!” Maybe Wycke should steal whoever’d made this to take home and teach the palace cooks.

	“So, what about you? What kind of work do you do?” Piers paused eating to ask.

	What could Wycke say? What equivalent to his life did the human world have? “My family is in politics.” Close enough to the truth.

	“Ah!” Piers nodded. “No wonder you have to watch yourself. Are you out to your family? Is that why you’re in town trying to hook up with men in clubs?”

	Out? Oh! Wycke discovered on earlier trips that some in this realm had a negative opinion about men who took other men to bed, and who happily and loudly foisted their bigotry on others. “As long as I don’t start scandals, my family doesn’t care what I do.” Not precisely true, but not a complete lie either.

	The dinner conversation went well after the initial awkwardness. Sure beat court drama, which had a way of curbing Wycke’s appetite. Several times he paused, reaching out his senses toward Piers.

	Nothing. Not the barest trace of magic. It had to be there. George the Ogre didn’t lie, and Wycke knew what he’d felt.

	Before he knew it, he’d eaten his entire portion. He should have slowed down! He’d offered dinner to get to know Piers. Nothing more. Who could blame him for wanting more?

	But he did want more. More conversation, more of Piers’ smile. More laughs.

	The server brought the check. Wycke paid with his gold card, adding a generous tip.

	Piers stretched, ice-blue gaze riveted on Wycke.

	An awkward silence fell. What could Wycke do or say to make this night last longer? Oh! Maybe honesty. “I’m not ready for this night to end. Is there anything you’d like to do?”

	Piers grinned. “Did you bring your coat?”

	Wycke nodded. “Sure. I left it at the door.”

	While Piers visited the men’s room, Wycke hurried to the front. Now to conjure a coat. Long. Warm. Comfortable. A fuzzy woman’s coat appeared on the empty hook. Oops. So Wycke didn’t have complete control over his magic, but at least he’d managed a coat. He duplicated the man’s coat on the next hook on his third try.

	Piers approached. “Oh! Nice coat! Are you ready?”

	They left the restaurant, Wycke in his nice coat and Piers in a black leather jacket. At least Wycke hadn’t overdressed, wearing jeans, boots, and a simple fairy-provided sweater he’d found in the closet, and that television programs confirmed was fashionable. The damned familiar watched a lot of TV.

	They started down the street. “Where are we going?” Wycke looked around. After sunset, and still, people filled the sidewalks.

	“Just for a walk, if you don’t mind.”

	Wycke waved a hand. “Lead on.”

	Piers took his hand. Once more, a jolt like lightning charged up Wycke’s arm through the connection. “You don’t mind, do you?”

	Did he? No lover had ever held Wycke’s hand before. Of course, he couldn’t remember doing anything as simple as taking a walk with any of them either. He gave Piers a smile. “I can think of nothing better.”

	Gods and ancestors! If anyone saw Wycke now, actually interested in someone without luring them into bed within moments of meeting, he’d lose his bad-boy reputation. Then what? When one didn’t own much, their reputation or lack thereof became of the utmost importance.

	They strolled hand in hand down the sidewalk, only breaking contact when the crowd forced them apart. Several shops were open, even long after sunset. Piers stopped in front of a window. A metal dragon flew in circles on the other side of the glass. What sorcery was this?

	“They have all kinds of mechanical toys in there,” Piers said. “Too bad they’re closed.”

	A mechanical toy? Young Wycke would have given his entire toy soldier collection for a flying dragon, even one so small.

	Piers gave a self-deprecating laugh. “You probably think I’m being ridiculous.”

	“Not at all. It’s fabulous!” Wycke meant every word. He wouldn’t mind watching a bit longer.

	After a long, assessing gaze, Piers nodded, the tension on his face relaxing. “I’m glad you like it. I used to sneak down here sometimes as a kid. There’s just something fascinating about dragons. I like to draw them. In fact, I designed the dragon tattoo on Jess’s back.”

	“So, you like to draw?” Wycke attempted to create a crude map of directions to his sister’s quarters for a new maid once. She’d found herself in a linen closet.

	A blush spread up Piers’ face. He averted his gaze. “I’d never make a living of it, but yes.”

	“I’d love to see your drawings sometime.” Wycke spoke the words by rote. Court life taught him to feign interest at a young age. But actually, he found he’d love to see Piers’ art.

	They ambled down the sidewalk in relative silence, except for Piers pointing out landmarks or points of interest. He didn’t seem to expect anything of Wycke but his company, didn’t ask about the king and queen, or what King Broen actually thought of a particular issue. Piers definitely didn’t ask Wycke to finagle a meeting with the queen, nor did he hint at what jewels he thought Wycke should gift him.

	So refreshing, so relaxing. When was the last time Wycke enjoyed another’s attention without having to be on constant guard?

	Neither felt the need to fill any silences with small talk. The night was much cooler than the average Dhugach evening, and breath fogged before Wycke’s face before drifting away.

	Restaurants advertised their wares with aromas straying from doorways. Tiny white lights on strings crisscrossed the streets like stars. They met a few fae folks, and an elf sat on a bench strumming a guitar.

	So many magicals here.

	“How about that dance now?” Piers pulled Wycke against his chest, swaying to the music. For a moment, Wycke stiffened, then noticed other couples danced.

	Although kept apart by their coats, had anything ever felt as wonderful as holding this man in his arms? They fit together with a nearly audible click.

	Piers rested his head against Wycke’s shoulder. “I’m sorry I was rude to you at the club. It’s just, so many guys hit on me, who don’t really want me, you know?”

	“I think I know exactly how you feel.” Wycke did. “Sometimes I think someone’s attracted to me when they’re really after the ki… my family’s influence.”

	Piers lifted his head and nodded, a lock of hair brushing over his forehead. “That must suck. I’m sorry you have to go through that.”

	“You do the same.”

	Piers glanced up with those eerily pale eyes. “But I can get away from my job, go home. You can’t escape your family.”

	No, Wycke couldn’t. No matter how hard he tried. “Too true.”

	Their gazes held.

	Then they were kissing. Who made the first move? Did it matter? Piers’ lips were a bit chapped. Still, nothing compared to the moment for perfection. Wycke opened his mouth. Piers slipped his tongue inside.

	Fire shot to Wycke’s groin. Oh, gods. He wanted this man. Wanted to lay him down on a bed, explore every inch of his body.

	They were kissing. In public. Where anyone could see. Damnation. Wycke couldn’t bring himself to care. The kiss continued, him sliding his tongue along Piers’, tasting wine, tomato sauce, and spices.

	The music changed, the elf playing something slower, statelier. Piers pulled back, a lovely flush to his cheeks. “I don’t know what came over me.”

	“Whatever it is, feel free to do that again.” Wycke would happily keep the kiss going— indefinitely. Piers didn’t know Wycke’s family. While he might suspect Wycke came from money, he didn’t seem interested in wealth.

	Not yet, anyway.

	Piers seemed satisfied with his humble life. Wycke had never met anyone content in their position, who didn’t long for more power, more prestige, just… more.

	Piers dropped some money into the hat on the ground in front of the elf. Wycke added a bit of silver. The elf’s eyes widened in recognition, but he said nothing. How many refugees from the magical realm now lived in this one? There’d soon be no one left back home but humans at this rate.

	Wycke and Piers resumed their walk, hand in hand. “I’m sorry you’re only in town a few days,” Piers murmured.

	“So am I.” Should Wycke invite Piers to his hotel room? Or would doing so after the promise of just dinner ruin their otherwise perfect evening?

	“Here we are,” Piers said.

	Where? Oh. Wycke’s hotel. A catlike shape sat in a tenth-floor window. “I had a great time tonight.” Wow. He actually meant the words. This wasn’t him. No, Wycke shared his body, took whatever pleasure he found, and didn’t ever feel. Or want more. Couldn’t trust anyone to so far. Maybe being absent from court let him think more clearly. Others judged him, but, yes, he judged them too. Not here. Not now. He found himself asking, “Can I see you tomorrow night?”

	The smile left Piers’ face. “I really do have to work tomorrow, from six p.m. until one a.m.”

	Damn the luck. Wycke should get home, report to Saris. One more night couldn’t hurt, could it? “Any objections to me coming to the club?”

	Piers smiled. Gods and ancestors, Wycke loved Piers’ smile. “I wouldn’t mind seeing you there.”

	“Then count on it.” This time, Wycke drew Piers close, sharing one long, glorious kiss. “Do you have a way to get home?”

	“It’s not far. I can walk.” Piers swooped in, delving into the depths of Wycke’s mouth again. All too soon, he pulled away. “I had a good time. Thank you.”

	Wycke couldn’t say when he’d ever had such a wonderful evening, simply enjoying time with another person, no preconceived notions to uphold, no expectations. Wycke said, “Goodnight,” and cast a reasonably adequate—he hoped—protection spell to get Piers home safely.

	Wycke stood on the sidewalk, watching Piers walk away, hands in his pockets, breath fogging before his face like wraiths.

	Something about him still seemed familiar.
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	What had Wycke done? He’d come here on an errand for his sister, failed miserably, and met… someone.

	“While I wouldn’t call you handsome on a good day, your scowl could frighten one of my kin in dragon form,” Chynne informed Wycke from his place on the foldout bed.

	“Why are you still here?” Still dressed from the club, Wycke sat on his own bed. The last thing he needed was a smart-mouthed familiar digging into his already raw emotions, though the club stayed too busy tonight to exchange more than a handful of words with Piers.

	A crowded room couldn’t stop the major eye-fucking he’d engaged in, though.

	“I have told you. I am still bound, so my sorcerer must be out there somewhere.” Chynne paused, sounding even grumpier when he added, “And believe me, I’ve looked.”

	“Does he have to be in this area?”

	“Maybe. Maybe not. I did four divinations today, and all have eliminated the rest of this realm as a possibility. As you have, I also found traces of your sister’s former guard and the traces of a child, both old.”

	“Someone could have taken him to another realm. There are dozens of realms.” While Wycke escaped the palace at any opportunity, realm-hopping wasn’t on his to-do list.

	“Thousands, actually, but most of them are inhospitable to our kind.”

	Wycke rolled his eyes. “Well, that saves us a lot of work.”

	Chynne grinned.

	Asshole cat. “Why am I helping you again?”

	“You’re not. You’re fulfilling a promise to your sister.”

	Oh, yeah. Wycke had gotten so involved in his infatuation with Piers, conveniently forgetting why he’d come to the human realm. “You say he’s here, maybe. We didn’t find him, and no one I spoke to has any information.” Wycke would like to talk to George the ogre again. Ask different questions and receive different answers.

	“There’s something else.” Chynne pounced, landing on the big bed.

	“What?” Wycke would growl about shedding later.

	“At the scene of Sir Lyvianne’s passing, I sensed a powerful incantation.”

	“Well, yeah. I sensed mages too. A battle.”

	“Not mages. Wilder magic, untrained, poured into a single spell.”

	“Fighting for your life does that.”

	Chynne lifted a brow. “Think of it. You’re in a battle to the death. You know there’s no hope for you, but you might be able to save Saris. What would you do?”

	No thought needed for the answer. “I’d pour every bit of my strength into keeping her safe. What are you saying?”

	“Even if Lyvianne lacked power, intent goes a long way, as does self-sacrifice. So, there’s a possibility that we could look straight at the lost child and not see him for who he is. And who knows what enchantments Nyanda might have cast?”

	“You’re saying a spell could hide him from us?” Wycke had wondered as much.

	Chynne nodded. “Such a spell offers lots of protection for little effort. You’re not actually hiding someone or something, merely suggesting to anyone who sees that it’s of no interest.”

	Made sense. All the moments recently when something niggled at Wycke, the thought gone a moment later. What had he been thinking at the time? He flopped down on the bed. The phone rang. Making a shushing motion with his finger to his lips, he picked up the phone. “Hello.”

	“Wycke? It’s Piers.”

	Piers? Fluttering began in Wycke’s stomach. “Hi, Piers. What’s up?” He’d used a human greeting he’d learned at the club.

	“I know it’s late, but I didn’t get to talk to you much this evening, and I’m off work a little early, and I… I wanted to know if you’d like to meet for a drink or something.”

	Oh, yes. Wycke wanted to “or something” very much. “There’s a bar downstairs at my hotel.” They were open at this hour, weren’t they? If not, apply a little wish magic and instant party.

	Maybe.

	“Cool. Say, fifteen minutes?”

	“I’ll see you there.” Wycke hung up the phone. Why had Piers called when Wycke thought he’d seen the last of the man? No matter.

	He searched the room. No cat. Good thing. May Chynne be gone until morning.

	Wycke checked himself in the mirror, releasing his hair from its band, then turned in a circle, ensuring a suitable room for his plans. Wish magic required little conjuring, though he’d only managed small things, nothing significant or important.

	Condoms and lube on the bedside table because humans expected such. An assortment of drinks. The bed turned down oh-so-invitingly.

	He snapped the foldout bed closed.

	Minor magic. Deep inside Wycke, a wellspring of power bloomed. Power he dared not unleash. At least not while untrained. The simple tricks he employed wouldn’t arouse suspicion unless one knew what to look for. So he’d been cautious at the palace.

	At home, the chambermaid possessed enough skill to start a fire or warm his bath. If anyone questioned the hint of magic in the air, he blamed her. They nodded, said, “Oh,” and never asked again. Or if they did, they answered their own question with, “Ah, yes. The talented chambermaid.”

	One more touch. Wycke freshened the air, removing the scent of stale carpet, lingering perfumes, and cleaners.

	Now. He couldn’t appear too eager. Why so nervous? He seduced lovers with barely a thought back home—never anyone he might want to know better.

	He’d also never met anyone with more than a hint of magic. Something worth exploring.

	Time moved differently here. But what if Piers were… No. Piers came from the human realm, and any magic he possessed must be a fluke. Why would a powerful sorcerer spend time serving drinks and living modestly?

	Wycke made his way downstairs to the lobby, willing others to ignore him. He didn’t need another, “but you could have anyone” speech. A few magicals acknowledged him with a nod. Simple glamours didn’t fool them.

	Only a few people lingered in the lobby when Wycke exited the elevator and made his way down the hallway. Chandeliers glittered overhead, and the soles of his shoes squeaked against the polished marble of the floor. Food smells lingered from a hotel restaurant, though a “Sorry, we’re closed” sign on a stand barred the entrance.

	He sensed Piers the moment he entered the bar, sitting at an out-of-the-way booth, telling one person after another, “No, I’m waiting for someone.”

	So, Wycke wasn’t the only one who could take his pick. But how could he even look at anyone else with Piers in the room? The man positively glowed. His neutral expression lifted into a smile, and he gave a small wave of recognition.

	Wycke swaggered to the table and sat down opposite Piers. “Good evening. Nice to see you again. I’m glad you called.”

	Piers gave a sheepish shrug, pink filling his pale cheeks. “I still feel bad for being such an asshole to you the night we met. Men hitting on me all the time gets old.” He cast his gaze around the room to the men he’d turned down. “It has nothing to do with me. They’re just throwing a hook in the water to see who’ll bite. Or they’re married and cheating on their spouses while they’re out of town.”

	“I can see the problem.” Not that someone’s mating status slowed Wycke at court. “I can assure you; no mate waits for me back home. Can I buy you a drink?”

	Piers’ lips turned upward, then back, revealing gleaming teeth. Gods, what a smile, genuine, playful, causing those adorable crinkles at the corners of Piers’ eyes and carving a tiny divot in his cheek. What the fuck? Adorable? Where had such a sappy response come from? Once more, a dream image came to mind, vanishing before fully formed.

	“Only if you’ll let me return the favor. Remember, you picked up last night’s dinner tab. I’ll have a mojito.”

	Wycke smiled. “Your wish is my command.” By the ancestors! He could barely force his gaze from Piers to stumble to the bar for drinks. He’d never tasted whatever Piers ordered but ordered one for himself.

	Wycke paid for the drinks, returned to the table, and handed Piers a glass.

	“Thank you.” A sincere smile, so unlike those seen at court—worn to win favor and influence—warmed Wycke clear down to his toes. “You never said exactly where you’re from. You have a bit of an accent that I can’t place.” Piers took a sip of his drink, closed his eyes, and moaned. “It seems like I should know you.”

	“I’m definitely not from around here.” Please let Piers not pry. Usually, lies fell easily from Wycke’s tongue. Right now, he lacked enough working brain cells for thinking.

	“My uncle said I’m not either. Your accent reminds me of his.”

	Wycke waited, but Piers didn’t clarify. Okay, both of them wished to remain a mystery. “You mentioned not originally being from here.”

	“I’m from somewhere the stars are different, and men in their sixties have no domestic training.” Piers lifted his drink in toast. “To Uncle Lee. His lack of cooking skills might have been the stuff of legend, but he kicked ass like a cage fighter.”

	Why the sudden prickles on the back of Wycke’s neck?

	“Anyway, I’m not here to talk about myself.” Piers placed his glass on the table, reaching clear down to Wycke’s soul with a blue-eyed gaze. Few met Wycke’s eyes at court. Too hard to lie that way. “I know about me. I’m dull. I want to know how you landed at the club where I happen to be working and came straight to me without bothering to look around at what else the club had to offer. Hundreds of beautiful men. Why me?”

	Wycke tried honesty, seasoned with a hint of flattery. “No one else in the room mattered after I laid eyes on you.” The truth of the words hit with the force of a battering ram. He truly meant them.

	Piers studied Wycke over the rim of his glass for several moments. He averted his gaze, face infused with color. How long since Wycke had met someone of innocent enough character to flush at a mere compliment? His usual lovers thought compliments their due. He handed them out dutifully as part of the game, never pausing to consider practiced sweet talk. Honeyed words offered a means to an end.

	Damnation. Somewhere along the line, Wycke had become as shallow and double-dealing as the courtiers. “I tell you what. Why don’t we talk about something else?” Because the current topic touched too much on feelings. Wycke avoided feelings in regards to potential lovers.

	“Okay.” Piers let out a breath. “Tell me, what was little Wycke like as a child?”

	An innocent enough subject, or not so innocent, in Wycke’s case. “A holy terror to hear some say.” Or most, rather. Wycke took a sip of his drink. Not bad.

	One side of Piers’ mouth lifted in a shy half-smile. “I can’t imagine.”

	Confession time. “Why do you think they call me Wicked?”

	Piers clicked his mouth shut. Then, “They really call you Wicked? I thought that was a play on your name or Jess being Jess.”

	“Yes, they do.” Wycke earned the nickname young and never managed to grow out of the habit of making trouble. But, hey, everyone needed a purpose in life. Since King Broen the Rule Giver insisted Wycke spend his days learning to run a kingdom—which didn’t endear him to Radre—he needed some way to occupy his off-hours.

	Piers’ smile returned, then slid into a grin, lighting his whole face. “Did you live up to the name?”

	Wycke lifted a brow. “Yes, and still do.” He winked. “Every chance I get.” Finally! Someone who appreciated his favorite hobby. He ticked off points on his fingers. “There was the time I let a box of spiders loose during a sta… important dinner. Likewise, mice, harmless snakes, moths, and worms. Not all at the same time, mind you.” That would definitely have taken his reputation to the next level.

	The interest on Piers’ face nearly made Wycke laugh. Unguarded people let their expressions talk for them. How refreshing to find someone so guileless and who didn’t wear a mask in public. “What about little Piers? What kind of wickedness did you get into?”

	Piers took a long swallow of his drink. Wycke watched the way his throat bobbed. How would the motion feel against Wycke’s lips? Or that dark hair—much shorter and so different from Wycke’s own—feel beneath his fingertips? The muscles in Piers’ arms flexed when he returned his glass to the table.

	Wycke followed every motion, fascinated by the dusting of dark hair on Piers’ forearms, the blunt fingernails, the long, strong fingers.

	Piers cocked his head to the side. “Are you okay?”

	“Yes.” No. Wycke played the game of sex with skill. And how fast can I get them in my bed? without really wanting them there. He wanted this man. Truly wanted him.

	Anticipation. Something he’d never paused to savor before.

	He reached across the table, saying nothing, merely brushing his finger over Piers’ on the glass, then placing his hand fully over Piers’, gently squeezing. Fire danced where their skin met.

	Piers’ breath quickened, his eyes darkening. He’d felt the jolt too?

	“I wish we could dance again,” Piers blurted. He let out a sigh. “At the club, I felt like I’d been played. You, Jess, and Max, my boss, all trying to get me to dance with you. I felt like being pushed into something against my will. Not a good feeling.”

	Being manipulated. No, not a good feeling, based on Wycke’s firsthand experience and the reason for the mice at the ball incident. Oh, and the lizards. Mustn’t forget the lizards. Over and over, his tutors told him to put on a good front, attend functions he’d rather die to avoid, make nice with this or that dignitary. Fawn over some young lady—or man—to win favor with their parents. All because he might be needed to replace Radre one day or “Your behavior reflects on the king and queen.” Yeah, definitely sucked.

	“You more than made up for any slights since.” A smile formed on Wycke’s mouth before he realized. He’d been so used to controlling every emotion, he’d thought spontaneous smiles beyond his capabilities.

	And yet, George the Ogre claimed to easily read Wycke’s expressions. Maybe he wasn’t so guarded after all, or at least, not away from the palace.

	“Many of the guys from the club aren’t nice,” Piers concluded. “You are.”

	Piers had been blowing Wycke off by dancing with everyone but him. Wycke should have gone home already, given Saris his sad report. Yet, here he sat, admiring a man so different from any he’d known before.

	Desire churned within him. Soon, he’d return to his gilded prison in Dhugach, charm dignitaries again, play the part laid out for him. Tonight? Tonight, he could be himself, merely a man, who wanted another man.

	Following through might make things more difficult when Wycke had to leave, but he’d have memories to hold on to—if Piers said yes.

	Heart pounding, Wycke held out his hand. “Come up to my room.” He held his breath, waiting. If Piers left now, they’d still have enjoyed a pleasant evening. So confusing!

	Piers’ relaxed gaze turned wary.

	Wycke wiggled his fingers. “Just a dance.” Anything to hold Piers again. He quickly added, “If you want to.” Besides, sooner or later, someone was bound to realize the hotel bar shouldn’t be open this late during a weekday.

	Magic. A wonderful thing.

	When it worked.

	Piers stared at Wycke’s fingers for so long Wycke started to lower his hand. His reluctant, hopefully, soon-to-be lover finally reached out. Wycke didn’t reiterate “just a dance.” They both knew what heading upstairs meant.

	The slide of palm against palm sent sparks through Wycke’s veins.

	The widening of Piers’ eyes said he’d felt the flash too. This man, this unassuming bartender, was a lot more than he seemed.

	How much more? What had Wycke gotten himself into? And would he ever want to escape?
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	What the hell? Piers didn’t do casual hookups, and definitely not with someone just passing through. Or with someone he dreamed about and possibly drew a long time ago.

	This guy waltzed right in, tag-teamed with Jess and Max, and now Piers couldn’t get Wycke off his mind.

	He’d dreamed of a man with white hair and golden eyes, remembering nothing else of the dream. And the drawing must’ve been a fluke. Piers usually started drawing, and the images created themselves.

	Their meeting at the restaurant should have been a disaster, Wycke revealing his true intent of just getting laid. Yet dinner and the walk had been amazing. If only Wycke weren’t leaving soon.

	Piers should be in bed. Sleeping. Alone. Not chasing thoughts around and around his head or going to a near stranger’s hotel room.

	Hell, the most intriguing guy he’d ever met, and worry stole the thrill.

	Wycke stayed in a nice hotel. Piers could do worse, a whole lot worse. He shuddered. At least the maids would likely find his body the next day if Wycke turned out to be an ax murderer.

	Even being ax-murdered beat the guys who wanted Piers to worship them. Something about when Wycke touched Piers, too. He didn’t want not to touch. Even a brush of finger against finger sent tingles racing down his spine.

	When they’d joined hands? Fire.

	Wycke didn’t hold Piers’ hand now. Even though they stood a few discreet feet apart in the elevator, Wycke’s body heat penetrated Piers’ skin. Something undefinable spoke to him, like an instant of immediate attraction when locking eyes with someone across the room. Only more. A thousand times more. Butterflies-in-the-pit-of-his-stomach more.

	He glanced at Wycke’s strong profile, the straight nose, somewhat pointed chin, long white hair flowing loosely over his shoulders—silken hair, sweeping over exposed skin. Piers sucked in a breath. He’d never wanted anything more than to explore every inch of the man, stroke his fingers over the smooth column of Wycke’s neck.

	That rich voice, crying out in pleasure. Pleasure he’d get from Piers.

	The elevator doors slid open. Wycke’s guiding hand on his back nearly brought Piers to his knees. Touch. He needed to touch skin-to-skin. He barely managed to shuffle the few feet across the hall.

	Wycke opened the door, ushering Piers inside. The lights were off, curtains open, the city lights beneath them a constantly shifting work of art. The moon shone through the window, marking the room with shadows and patches of light.

	And there were stars. Piers loved stars.

	Music started. He dropped his jacket to the floor, hypnotized by Wycke’s otherworldly form, and traced his fingers over the slight smirk on Wycke’s lips. No, not Wycke. Wicked. The name fit him well. Too well. Piers might regret the next few hours in the morning, but he’d walk away with some fantastic memories.

	Walk of shame his ass! He’d do the strut of triumph!

	Wycke parted his lips, taking the tip of Piers’ finger into his mouth, gently bathing the skin with his tongue. Piers shuddered, the sensation in his finger shooting straight through his body. He groaned, throwing back his head.

	The lips on his throat came as no surprise, the heat of Wycke’s mouth, his body.

	“I’ve been wanting to do this since the day we met.” Wycke planted open-mouthed kisses up and down Piers’ neck, nibbled his earlobes, traced the shell of Piers’ ear with the tip of his tongue. Wycke kept one arm behind Piers’ back, holding him close.

	Wycke pulled back, those beautiful golden eyes glowing with inner fire, stroking a hand down Piers’ cheek. They rocked back and forth to the beat of an unfamiliar song, something slow, made for lovers to grind together.

	Piers had understated his dancing at their first meeting. Ever since he’d started working at the club, he loved to get out in the crowd when he could, let go, lose himself in the music. Finally feel free. Out there, no one judged him. Instead, they welcomed him into their midst; no talking was necessary.

	Once the music ended, he walked away. All anyone knew of him happened in a moment of joy, not his crappy past, his nonexistent love life, or how he dreamed of handsome men he’d never hoped to meet in person.

	Until he did.

	A wish come true. But oh, so wanted. Wycke wanted Piers too. Maybe for a night or a few hours, but Piers would take everything on offer.

	Wycke kissed up Piers’ jaw, found his mouth. He started slowly, a press of lips, then tracing the seam of Piers’ lips with the tip of his tongue.

	Piers opened for him willingly, leaving no doubt about the welcome. He placed his arms over Wycke’s shoulders, enjoying the play of their tongues together. A rhythm sounded in his ears, almost like two heartbeats, ebbing and flowing until the two became one.

	Here came the moment of truth. The worst thing about pickups? The uncertainty, insecurity. Piers had spent most of his life with barely any closeness to another person. Knowing the clock wound down on the encounter, having someone for a little while left him depressed. No way to connect with a stranger.

	Although, Wycke didn’t feel like a stranger. Comfortable arms held Piers, and they swayed back and forth as though they’d danced together many times.

	He opened his eyes to a soft bluish glow flowing around them. It must be a trick of the light, but Piers no longer cared. He’d take tonight. Or this morning, rather. The clock on the bedside table said 1:00 a.m., yet he didn’t feel tired.

	In silent agreement, they parted. Wycke ran his fingers under the hem of Piers’ T-shirt. “Is this okay?”

	Piers nodded, giving a hard swallow. His heart pounded wildly in his chest.

	Wycke sank to his knees, running his lips over Piers’ abs, working the fabric upward, kissing a path across newly exposed skin. He opened Piers’ belt with sure movements, slipping the worn leather free loop by loop.

	He unzipped the fly of Piers’ jeans, plunging a finger into the opening, tracing gentle touches over the stiffness in Piers’ boxers. So. Fucking. Good.

	Piers stood rigid, fists clenched, fighting the urge to throw Wycke down and offer himself as a gift.

	Wycke stood, grasping forgotten fabric and pulling the T-shirt over Piers’ head to join the belt on the floor. He bent and ran the flat of his tongue up Piers’ pecs, swirling his tongue tip around a pebbled nipple. Oh, damn! Piers let out a sound, half groan, half whine.

	He’d nearly forgotten the exquisite torture of another’s hands and mouth on his body, taking their time instead of his own hand making short work of orgasm.

	The vision before him stared up, eyes soft, pupils wide. Wycke’s mouth lifted on one side. “Like that, do you?”

	There was no chance to answer, not with Wycke rising and pushing his tongue into Piers’ mouth, sliding so provocatively. Liquid fire pooled in Piers’ groin.

	Wycke stood possibly four inches over Piers’ five foot eleven, making Piers tilt his head for kisses. So, so, worth any effort.

	With a smile likely to make Piers’ clothes fall off on their own, Wycke bowed, removing his boots, somehow managing to keep his golden-eyed gaze riveted on Piers’ face.

	Piers sat on the edge of the bed to remove his own shoes when Wycke knelt in front of him. “Allow me.” Wycke removed one tennis shoe, then the other, pulling off socks together. Taking Piers’ foot into both hands, he kissed the instep, the ankle, then grabbed the hem of Piers’ jeans, pulling while Piers lay back, sliding off the denim.

	Dropping the jeans to the floor, Wycke stepped back, tugging his shirt upward. He whipped off the shirt with a move worthy of a professional stripper, letting it sink to the floor. He wore no belt and made short work of removing his dark pants.

	Piers’ mouth went dry. Wycke wore nothing underneath. His erect, uncut cock stood out from a nest of pale curls.

	Piers lost himself in the wonder of Wycke’s body. Wiry muscles graced Wycke’s frame, a runner’s or swimmer’s build, rather than the more defined muscles Piers saw working out at the gym with Jess while she pointed out the guys she liked.

	Very little hair, smooth skin. If only Piers could see better in the dark. The room brightened between one moment and the next. He wouldn’t stop to worry about why now.

	As long as Wycke made no comment.

	This close, Piers noticed the lack of stubble on Wycke’s smooth chin. His brows and eyelashes were the same pale white as his hair, nearly transparent.

	“Like what you see?” Wycke asked, voice a husky whisper.

	A glimpse of his face showed, not gloating, but maybe a bit of doubt. Did he worry Piers wouldn’t be attracted to his body? “Oh, yes.” Time to speak with actions, not words. Piers dropped to his knees, licking a path along the underside of Wycke’s cock. Long, thin, in perfect proportion to Wycke’s body, curved slightly to the left. Piers skimmed the foreskin back, running his tongue around the bulbous head. He gripped the firm, round globes of Wycke’s ass.

	The scent and taste spurred something deep inside, like the weird sensation when Piers stepped into his new apartment the first time and felt like he’d finally come home. The same sense of rightness came from Wycke, like Piers had waited a lifetime to have this man in his arms. He barely knew the guy, but with Wycke, Piers felt comfort. Hope.

	Something sizzled between them, a low buzzing in his ears.

	Wycke reached beneath Piers’ arms and tugged him upward. “Uh, uh, uh. Why should you get to have all the fun? Besides, there’s this nice big bed I’ve fantasized about having you in.”

	He’d fantasized? About Piers? Nah, Wycke probably used the same line a thousand times.

	Piers found himself on his back, staring into glittering golden eyes. Lips came down on his. Fire raced over his skin wherever Wycke touched. Then Wycke cupped Piers’ face in one warm palm to devour his mouth, running gentle fingers over his abs down to his groin. He stroked Piers’ cock in a firm grip. Piers arched off the bed. He’d gone much too long without a hand on his cock other than his own.

	Wycke watched him, a little half-smile playing on his lips. “This is nothing,” he said, shifting, then taking Piers’ cock into his mouth. Swallowed so fast! With no warning!

	Piers groaned, eyes sliding shut and fingers clutching involuntarily at the bedcovers. Oh, damn. Oh, damn. Oh, double damn!

	“Open your eyes. I want you to see who’s making you moan.”

	Piers forced his eyes open, staring down at a mischievous smirk.

	The gorgeous, too-good-to-be-true vision dragged the flat of his tongue up Piers’ shaft, around the crown, then took him deep again. Piers writhed on the bedcovers, clenching his teeth to stave off the orgasm threatening to arrive way too soon. Watching his cock getting worked over would send him over the edge any second now.

	No! More time. Piers needed more time. This couldn’t end so soon. Not when he’d yet to explore Wycke’s body.

	His hand bumped something solid, and he opened his eyes. A bottle of lube and an unwrapped condom lay on the bed. He’d not seen Wycke move to get them.

	Suddenly, how they got there no longer mattered when Wycke sheathed his cock in latex and worked slick fingers into Piers’ body. A slight burn reminded Piers of how much time had passed since he last bottomed. Yes, much too long with his hand providing his only release.

	Wycke lifted one of Piers’ legs over his shoulder and lined up, easing in with shallow thrusts. Too much! Too large! Piers panted through the initial invasion.

	Wycke stopped, lust and something more in his eyes. “Okay?”

	Piers clenched his jaw and nodded, gripping Wycke’s biceps and holding his breath through the next push. The head of Wycke’s cock slid past the tight ring of muscle at Piers’ entrance.

	He looked into the shining amber eyes, a curtain of white brushing against his skin. He’d been right. Soft, like the finest silk.

	Inch by slow inch, Wycke joined their bodies. When his balls finally brushed Piers’ ass, he leaned over and connected their mouths. Lightning crackled around them, a vortex of raw power. How much had Piers drunk? Just the one?

	“So fucking good!” he managed enough working brain cells to say. “I’ll give you until forever to stop.”

	“I might need forever,” Wycke replied before kissing him again. They turned and spun until Piers no longer felt the mattress under him, the bedclothes, or anything else but the man in his arms, saw nothing but Wycke and the soft blue glow from earlier.

	Suddenly, something hard pressed against his back. What the fuck? He stared down at the bed—now sitting where the ceiling should be. What. The. Hell?

	Oh, damn! He clutched at the air, finding only Wycke’s body.

	Wycke worked Piers’ shaft with his hand, never missing a beat, seemingly touching Piers everywhere at once, turning his mind to mush and his muscles to jelly. Electric jolts of desire shot through Piers’ groin. He wanted. He needed. His muscles tensed, and he wrapped his legs around Wycke’s thighs, urging his lover faster.

	“By the ancestors!” Wycke shouted, plunging in hard and holding.

	Shockwaves blasted through Piers. His orgasm slammed into him. He pulsed, convulsing, clutching Wycke for dear life.

	Flashes of light surrounded them.

	They jerked and shuddered, bouncing off one surface then another. No! Couldn’t be!

	They fell, breaking apart before hitting the bed.

	What the hell just happened?

	Strong arms came around him. Piers snuggled into the embrace.

	And passed out.
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	Wycke blinked open bleary eyes. Two onyx orbs glared back at him. “Yaaah!” He grabbed the bedcovers, heart thundering, and reached for his dagger. The dagger flew across the room.

	“What makes you think your tiny little blade will work against me now when it didn’t the last time?” Chynne’s face hovered too close.

	Not an asshole brother, but dangerous all the same. “Oh, it’s you.” Wycke ran a hand over his face. It was still too damned early to be awake no matter the hour.

	“Yes, me.” Chynne exhaled a long-suffering sigh. “Expecting someone else?”

	“It wouldn’t be the first time I bedded a handsome man and woke to find a beast in my bed.” Once, quite literally. Who knew Sir Preston came from a long line of bear shapeshifters?

	“What do you remember of last night?” Chynne poured innuendo into his words.

	“Last night?” Last night. Piers had called. They’d met for drinks and… Wycke shot upright, dislodging Chynne from his chest.

	Chynne gave a very catlike screech, hitting the floor with an undignified whoomph.

	“Where is he? I don’t remember him leaving.” A slight pang of regret hit in Wycke’s chest. He’d hoped to wake to kisses and warm arms, maybe go another round or three. But, wait. He vaguely remembered a repeat performance in the night. Then he’d fallen asleep…

	Repeat performance. The first time. The crackle of power, the flashes of light… Wycke sank back down onto the pillow, propping one arm behind his head.

	By the gods! “Compatible magic. Buckets full. The guy’s loaded with power. More than a mage. Sorcerer level, at least. But why hide out in the human realm unless he was banished? And why couldn’t I feel it before last night?” Wycke hadn’t heard of a banished sorcerer. They were too dangerous to give free rein. If Piers earned banishment, he’d have been drained of his power and killed.

	Unless no one in the magical realm knew of his power, though George the Ogre and several others seemed to have suspicions. But how could anyone hide anything so blatant? Scribes in Tirra Neu tracked humans with magical abilities to avoid another Lady Nyanda.

	“What did your human look like?” Chynne’s voice rose an octave. Concern?

	“Handsome, nice smile, dark hair…”

	Chynne hopped back onto the bed and swatted Wycke’s face with his paw. “I need to know who came here last night!” The cat’s voice took on a panicked edge.

	Ow! “Watch the claws, why don’t you?” Wycke rubbed his hand over his stinging cheek.

	“His looks, if you please?” Chynne held up a paw, all five claws extended.

	“All right, all right. No need for violence.” This cat made an awful traveling companion. “Dark brownish-black hair, blue highlights, which describes a lot of humans in this age.”

	“What about his eyes?” Chynne asked, enunciating his words carefully.

	“His eyes?” Chips of ice, glowing with some inner fire. “Icy blue.”

	Chynne slapped a paw over his face. “What’s his name, or did you even bother to find out?”

	“Piers!”

	“Piers,” Chynne mumbled to himself, pacing back and forth across the bed and likely picking holes in the covers with his sharp claws. “Let’s see, dark hair, tinges of blue, icy eyes. Power to spare.” He spun and put himself nose to nose with Wycke. “I take it you were serious about bodily fluids all over the bed.”

	Wycke snorted. “Of course, I was serious.”

	Chynne paused, presenting a serious “thinking” face. “Did anything… unusual happen?”

	Airborne sex? “What do you mean?”

	Chynne persisted. “In the course of your… um… conversation, did either of you mention the word ‘forever?” If capable, no doubt Chynne would be blushing.

	They’d said so much last night. Then speech disappeared into moans and groans and guttural growls. Wait. Hadn’t Piers said something about giving Wycke forever to stop? Wycke replied to Chynne’s question with a tentative “Maaaaaybe,” stretching the word out.

	“While you were, shall we say, intimately involved?”

	“While we were fucking, you mean?”

	Chynne’s mouth formed a just-ate-a-lemon pucker. “Must you be so crass?”

	“Yes. I must.” Messing with Chynne provided entertainment, after all. Fuck, fuck, fuck. What was going on?

	“Answer the question, please. Did either of you use the word ‘forever’ while… fucking?”

	Why make this such a big deal? “Yeah. I think so.” Wycke sat up in the waste of a huge bed. He should’ve kept Piers with him last night. If Piers went back out in the world to the club, he’d get plenty of attention. How could anyone in this realm not see the man’s beauty?

	What of the power?

	The image of someone else touching his bartender… Sparks shot from Wycke’s fingertips. A scorch mark appeared on the far wall. What? Wild magic? He’d not lost control since his middling age when everything from hair growing in weird places and facial blemishes hounded him regularly.

	Especially not when wearing his wristband.

	But… His bartender? No one belonged to Wycke or with him. Likewise, Wycke belonged to no one. All lovers were free to come and go, grace his bed and move on. He’d never rule out a repeat, but not with enough frequency for anyone to mistake fun for an actual relationship.

	Relationships brought complications into his life. Why bother?

	Wycke swept back the covers, rose from the bed, and stopped. Chairs overturned. Tables toppled. The window curtains lay in a heap on the floor. What the hell happened last night? Had bandits invaded his room?

	Piers. He’d come over. They’d danced. They’d gotten naked. They’d…

	Flown, a flurry of magic swirling around them, lifting them, connecting them. Connecting their magic.

	But…

	Humans didn’t have magic in this realm. Yet… Wycke spun in a circle. The ugly, cringe-worthy fake paintings now lay in fragments of broken glass, released from their frames. Only shards remained of the water glasses the housekeepers left in neat rows on the counter.

	He’d experienced rather exuberant adventures in his life, but none left his rooms with the decided air of a battlefield.

	A battle Wycke lost. He wouldn’t have been a bit surprised to find an enemy lance protruding from the remainders of a chair. At least he didn’t have to explain the mess to his fastidious brother-by-bonding.

	“Yes, someone had a wild time last night.” Chynne tutted and shook his furry head.

	Wycke whipped around. Chynne sat on the bed, looking inordinately pleased with himself.

	The memory of last night played through Wycke’s mind. The pleasure bordering on pain, the ecstasy of climax. Had fireworks really exploded when he came?

	“It was… something,” he muttered. Damn. It would take a good deal of magic to repair the room, and expending too much power might act as a beacon to the other realm. Any mage with a watchful eye and nothing better to do than observe the human realm might see.

	If Wycke even managed to put things to rights without compounding the problem.

	“Normally, I’d threaten to cut your balls off if you so much as touched an innocent human, but I think he’s more than capable of taking care of himself under the circumstances.” Chynne licked a paw and swiped the feline version of a washing sponge across his face. “Apparently, your magics complement each other very well.”

	Wycke swished a finger to right a chair. The chair sailed across the floor. Crash! Wood splintered against the wall, and a cloud of chair stuffing exploded. He glared at his finger, glared at the chair, then back at his finger. “How did…”

	“Ah, I see your magic is growing. I expected an increase, based on what you told me.” Chynne sat erect, tail swishing to and fro.

	“What? Why?” Wycke stared at his dangerous finger.

	“For a supposedly learned man, you do ask a lot of questions.” No one did smug like this cat. Familiar. Whatever.

	Chynne hopped off the bed, performing a stately prance around the room. Chairs righted, unidentified broken things resumed their former shapes, curtains rehung themselves. “There. Now the place is more worthy of my habitation.”

	Wycke stared at the newly fixed chair he’d smashed into a pile of splinters, metal springs, and a bit of fluff. “How did I manage total destruction without realizing?”

	“I told you. Compatible magic. You’re both strong magically, though I think he’s unaware of his powers. He couldn’t possibly have lived this long with no one sensing him without a suppression spell keeping him hidden. When the two of you joined?” Chynne paced to the bed and hopped back onto the mattress. “You’ve each amplified what the universe gave you. A spell kept his magic dormant, or at least somewhat contained. You just screamed it awake.”

	“Wait, wait, wait.” Wycke held out a hand. “He can’t possibly have magic. He’s from the human realm.” And yet, the literal sparks, the sense of rightness… The magic Wycke felt.

	Chynne let out an inelegant snort. “For all your adventurous ways, you hold tightly to old stereotypes. Isn’t it obvious that he’s not of this realm? He’s no more of this realm than you or I.”

	“How could he be not of this realm? Only a truly powerful sorcerer can move from one to the next.” Wycke should know. His first trip here required three days of recovery before he ventured out of bed. The kind of power the cat—no, Chynne—alluded to couldn’t have remained hidden from someone of Wycke’s abilities, untrained though they were.

	“One powerful sorcerer, or a group of them, sharing magic. How do you think the ogres and other creatures from our realm escaped here? In this case, I think desperation led to self-preservation. The man you call Piers could only have been a child at the time, or he’d remember his magic. Someone could have knowingly or unknowingly used the untested magic for the child’s benefit. The power would allow its use as long as the spell helped the child and didn’t hurt. Ring any bells?”

	“What are you blathering on about?”

	Saris sent a baby here with a guardsman. Icy fingers trailed up Wycke’s spine. He sank down onto the bed. Time often worked differently in other realms, but what if the two worlds aligned? The child would be perhaps twelve seasons younger than Wyck.

	“Because, my fool of a sorcerer-to-be, you have fumbled your way through completing your mission. I believe the man you met, or rather, were drawn to, is none other than Pieravor Gimitri, son of Lady Nyanda Gimitri.”

	Pieravor.

	Piers. But… “What? I found evidence of a magical battle where Sir Lyvianne lived. How could a child survive such?”

	“Your lover appears to be my master and the single most powerful being in our two realms, completely ignorant of what he is. I felt his presence, though I couldn’t find him on my own. You’ve acted as a beacon. Protection spells could also be responsible for why he couldn’t know his own power. Now, close your eyes.”

	“Why?”

	Chynne snorted. “If there is a spell, I’m going to counter the effect.”

	Wycke closed his eyes, then cracked one back open.

	“All the way, please.”

	Bracing for an attack, Wycke closed his eyes. A paw landed on his forehead. Flashing light, a cacophony of sound, spinning sensations making Wycke’s guts roil. He opened his eyes.

	The night in the club, the date, last night. Well, damnation. All came to him with startling clarity. Dark hair, icy eyes, magic to spare. “Piers. Short for Pieravor. And he has magic. Lots of it.”

	Chynne stared Wycke down. “Congratulations. You have just released what the humans call a time bomb.”
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	Oh, shit. Oh, shit. What had Piers done?

	He lay across his bed, where he’d been since freaking out and running home while Wycke slept.

	Sure, small things happened in the past, but nothing of this magnitude. Flying during sex? Really? Had Wycke noticed? How could he not? Then again, he’d not reacted. Maybe the whole thing had been a hallucination.

	Jess wasn’t home when Piers finally gave up on spending the rest of his life hiding in his bedroom. Her illegible note on the coffee table might have said, “Gone shopping” or “kidnapped by aliens. Please help.”

	Of course, the aliens would be the ones pleading for help.

	As much as he loved her, he wasn’t ready to face anyone else.

	Something flickered at the corner of Piers’ eye. He turned his head. A tiny spark winked out. Strange. The sun must’ve reflected off something.

	Rubbing his eyes, Piers stumbled into the kitchen and placed his hand against the coffee urn. Still warm. Full, so Jess must’ve brewed a new pot for him. He should’ve been up an hour ago. So much for staying out late on a work night.

	Work. Would Wycke come back tonight? Dance with him again? Take him back to the decadent hotel room?

	How could he face Wycke now? Either A) they’d flown during sex, or B) Piers had lost his mind. They’d only flown the first time, though.

	Still, imagining Wycke kissing him, moving inside his body, made chills race up Piers’ arms and spine.

	Sipping coffee restored him to some semblance of life. Once or twice more, one of those winking light thingies happened.

	Time to make an eye appointment.
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	“Must be a costume party somewhere. Or a Comic-Con,” Piers shouted over the din to his coworker.

	“What? Why?” Randy paused his obsessive-compulsive arranging glasses, scanning the crowd. “Looks same ole, same ole to me.” He took full advantage of fiery red hair and freckles, preying on those into cute twinks.

	What? “Haven’t you noticed all the costumes?” A guy in one hell of a centaur getup pranced by. Piers swore he heard the clip-clop of hooves.

	His workmate peered out at the crowd. “I haven’t noticed any costumes unless you’re talking about the guy in a leopard print jumpsuit. Oh, and the twink wearing a panda hoodie. He’s cute enough to pull the look off.”

	How could Randy not notice the woman with gossamer wings standing at the bar or the couple dressed as satyrs on the dance floor? Unless he’d suddenly developed a thing for twinks to the exclusion of all else. Or pandas.

	They again, no one ever accused Randy of being observant except when a gym junkie sauntered past.

	Piers dove into working, trying not to scan the crowd for a head of white-blond hair. Nope. Not gonna let a guy just passing through distract him. “Love the wings,” he told the woman.

	She gaped at him. “You… you can see my wings?”

	“Of course! They’re beautiful.” Her face glittered in iridescent colors. Jess should be here. She’d have a million questions about the woman’s makeup. And her wings.

	“Thank you.” The cosplay fairy fluttered her wings, sprinkling the air with fine dust. “So, you must be a refugee too, huh?” She left a sizable tip on the bar, grabbed her drink, and wandered off. Strange. But, damn at the tip!

	She stopped to talk to a couple dressed head to toe in green, faces and arms painted to match. Damned good makeup job. Not a bit of flesh-colored skin showed.

	They waved, sliding onto barstools. “Got green beer?”

	“Uh, only on St. Patrick’s Day.”

	The two shared disappointed frowns. The larger of the two asked, “Got anything green?”

	Piers went through a mental list of drinks the club offered. “How about a Green Demon?”

	“Where?” Both customers whipped their heads around.

	“It’s a drink.” Maybe Green Demon was a comic book character Piers didn’t know about, and they had issues with someone who dressed like one.

	Both breathed out relieved breaths. “Ah. Yeah. Okay. Sure.”

	Like the woman dressed as a fairy, they tipped well and disappeared back into the crowd with their drinks.

	A little man all in brown slipped onto the barstool. “I’ll have what the pixies are having.” He nodded in the direction the two green men had left. His hood slid back, revealing a pair of pointed ears. So cool!

	“A Green Demon?”

	The man whipped his head around. “Where?”

	Not again. “The drink. It’s called a Green Demon.” Piers really needed to look up the reference.

	“Oh.” The man placed a hand on his chest, sighing in relief. “For a minute there…”

	“So, what are you?” Piers asked when he handed the man a drink.

	Once more, the man placed a hand to his chest. “I, my dear fellow, am a woodland elf. You don’t get too many of those around here, do you?”

	“You’re my first,” Piers admitted.

	The man took a sip of his drink and winked. “I bet you say that to all the boys.”

	He vanished. Fucking vanished. There one moment, gone the next. The empty glass appeared on the bar, followed by a handful of coins. One silver coin spun round and round before falling.

	What the actual fuck?

	Piers kept his head down the rest of his shift, pretending he didn’t notice any costumes.

	“You’re quiet tonight,” Randy said. “Getting good tips?”

	Yes, but if Piers opened his mouth, he might start screaming. Where, oh, where, was Jess when he needed her for a sanity check? Mr. White Haired Wickedness on Two Legs didn’t appear either. Piers forced a smile for his coworker’s sake. “Fine. Just a little tired.”

	Randy clapped him on the shoulder. “Only one more hour.” Yeah. At least Piers wasn’t working closing tonight and might get to bed at a decent hour. Should he call Wycke? Would Wycke want him to?

	Well, if he’d wanted a call, he’d have given Piers his cell phone number. There. The answer. Wycke knew where Piers worked, and there’d been no messages.

	Piers tried to push down the hurt.

	The moment the shift ended, Piers grabbed a beer and headed to the break room to count his tips. What a haul! He’d made more tonight than entire weeks in the past. Maybe he should get back out there and work until the club closed in three more hours.

	But no. He needed home, a shower, and a good night’s sleep. If the hallucinations continued, possibly a mental health professional.

	He downed half his beer. Maybe he should grab a pizza on the way home or call Jess to see if she’d brought takeout.

	First…

	An “out of order” sign hung on the employee’s bathroom door, so he pushed his way through the crowd to the public bathroom.

	Two men stood entirely too close, pressed against the wall. Piers ignored them. He’d gotten more than one free show here—the reason he preferred the bathroom reserved for employees.

	He used a urinal, kept his eyes on his own business, washed his hands at the sink, and finally raised his gaze to peer into the mirror.

	An elbow bumped his.

	“Oh, sorry, buddy,” the man said.

	Piers gazed up. And up. And up. The man must’ve been eight feet tall, with a crop top exposing a bulging belly—a bright green bulging belly. Attached to a bright green body.

	“What’s the matter, dude?” the man asked. “Ain’tcha ever seen an ogre before?”

	Ogre? Bulbous nose, large, protruding ears—and a green face. No matter how closely Piers stared, he saw no lines or shading, no crack marks, nothing to indicate makeup or paint.

	The fairy. The pixies. The elf. Piers backed up, grasped the handle without looking, and flung the door open. He ran, never looking back. What. The. Actual. Fuck.
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	Piers shoved his hands into his jeans’ pockets, heartbeat and footfalls loud in his ears. What the fuck just happened? He’d only drunk half a beer after work. The few times he’d tried drugs, he’d tripped his ass off over a single pill or half a joint. Seeing an elf and other beings—which he now worried weren’t cosplayers—at the bar, and an ogre in the men’s room, meant saying no for his entire life.

	His breath fogged before his face. He should’ve worn a jacket. But no. Getting his jacket meant going back to the breakroom. Maybe he should have taken a cab or Uber home.

	Something scuttled in the alley to his right. Oh, shit. Stupid, stupid, stupid. He should never be out walking alone at this hour in a spooked frame of mind, even in an area of town deemed relatively safe.

	“Who’s there?” he called out. He should’ve brought the pepper spray Jess gave him for Christmas.

	“Mrrrooow?” A solid black cat stepped from the mouth of the alley.

	Whew. Piers let out a pent-up breath, heart still hammering. A cat. Just a cat. But shouldn’t cats have green or gold eyes? This cat’s appeared orangey-red.

	The feline darted over and twined around his legs. Piers reached down and scratched its furry head. “Well, aren’t you a handsome fellow? You are a fellow, aren’t you?”

	The cat turned, displaying the proof of his maleness. A cat proud of his balls. Go figure.

	Piers squatted, extending a hand. The cat sniffed and butted Piers’ fingers with its head. Ear scratching seemed the only answer to the unvocalized question. “What are you doing out on a cold night all by your lonesome?” He rubbed the cat’s neck. “No collar, so you must be a stray.”

	The cat growled. In Piers’ head, he imagined a disdainful, “As if!”

	What? Maybe he’d hit his head during all the wild sex last night, which explained everything. He’d never hear the end of Jess’s teasing when he mentioned having a headboard concussion.

	Ceiling concussion? No, had to be the headboard. The electricity in the air? Static. Yes. Next sexual encounter? Condoms, lube, anti-static spray.

	Maybe a hard hat.

	“Mrrrooow?” The cat stared expectantly. At least his eyes no longer appeared red.

	No one would ever accuse Piers of being an expert on felines. Still, the critter sounded more like a person imitating a cat than an actual cat.

	Piers had never owned a cat besides Kitty, but he’d always thought a pet might be nice. “Since you don’t have anywhere to go, want to come home with me? It’s not much. A roof over my head, a place to sleep. I might even have a can of tuna in the cabinet. What do you say?”

	The cat jumped onto Piers’ lap, nearly toppling him. Piers righted himself, gripping the cat, and narrowed his eyes. “Wait a minute. You don’t have fleas, do you?”

	The cat growled again.

	“I’ll take that as a no. Okay, handsome kitty, home it is.”

	Was the darned cat preening? Then again, Piers always heard cats were vain creatures. The group home of his youth didn’t have pets, but occasionally strays showed up. Piers and Jess slipped them food from her closet horde.

	Something shifted at the corner of his vision. Piers whipped his head around. Nothing. The cat headbutted his shoulder. “Oh, sorry.” He resumed the head-scratching. The cat purred again.

	Once more, Piers caught a glimpse of movement but turned to see nothing there. “Piers, you’re losing your motherfucking mind.”

	Holding his soon-to-be house guest to his chest, he quickened his pace, reaching his apartment building a few minutes later. He pulled his key from his pocket and let himself in the front door.

	A sign stated: Elevator out of service.

	Fuck. Just his luck to finally get an apartment with an elevator, and he’d still have to climb the stairs.

	Six flights.

	Good thing the elevator worked the night he’d hauled Jess home drunk from the club.

	“Sorry, cat, but the elevator’s out. We’ll have to climb the stairs.” He headed down the hallway, passing by the elevator.

	The cat said, “Mrrroww.” Piers turned in the direction of the cat’s focused attention. Rather than the expected “out of order,” the elevator now sported a “repaired” sign. Who posted signs after repairing something? Why not simply remove the “out of order” notice?

	No looking a gift elevator in the open doors. The doors swished shut the moment Piers stepped on. He nearly fell at the speed of the assent. He hadn’t even punched the button yet.

	The elevator stopped abruptly, nearly unbalancing him again. All the while, he held tightly to the cat. The doors opened. Piers stuck his head out, shifting his gaze right and left. Same brown carpet, same cream-colored walls. Yup, the sixth floor.

	“Now, we have to be quiet,” he instructed his guest. “My roommate gets drunk sometimes, which means she’ll be in a bad mood until at least noon.” If not later. Too bad Jess turned to her old friend the captain to help her through bad breakups instead of leaning on Piers.

	Jess lay on the couch on her stomach, head turned to the side, and mouth hanging open. Her arm hung over into the floor. Odd to see tats of fairies on her arm after the weird thoughts earlier.

	“Don’t worry, kitty,” Piers told the cat. “It’s not some vicious ogre, just my roommate Jess. She’s harmless. Mostly.”

	The noises emanating from Jess’s mouth said otherwise, but snoring never truly hurt anyone, besides costing him a good night’s sleep on occasion.

	Ogre. The man in the bathroom claimed to be an ogre. Vigorously shaking his head didn’t dislodge the memory from Piers’ mind.

	The cat hopped down and strolled to the kitchen, tail high, once more displaying his assets. “Mrroww?”

	“Oh, right. I promised you food.” Piers flipped on the kitchen light and dug through the cabinets. Hadn’t he spotted a can of tuna in there when they’d unpacked? He held up a can. “I don’t suppose you like potted meat, do you?”

	The cat sneezed.

	“Don’t blame you, buddy. I don’t much care for the rubber stuff either.” Had Jess bought the almost-meat? For all Piers knew, the dusty tin came with the rental. Okay, nothing cat-worthy in the cabinet. The overwhelming urge for eggs lured him to the refrigerator. “I don’t suppose you want eggs, do you?”

	“Mrroww.”

	Suddenly, Piers had an overwhelming craving for lightly scrambled eggs with cheese. Sounded good.

	He filled a small bowl with water between stirring the eggs and extracted two more bowls from the cabinet. 

	“Mrrrowwwww!”

	What? Oh! He rescued the eggs from the burner, stirred in some grated cheese, and divided the goods between the two bowls. Somehow the cat got the larger portion. Oh, well.

	Piers sat at the table, raising a forkful of eggs to his mouth.

	“Mrrrow?”

	The cat sat at his feet. Somehow the cat’s bowl sat next to Piers’, though Piers swore he left the cat’s meal on the floor by the refrigerator.

	“What?”

	“Mrrrow?”

	Piers pulled out a chair. He’d lost his mind for sure.

	The cat hopped onto the chair, rested his paws on the table, and nibbled delicately at the eggs. How sad. Except for Jess, a cat provided the best company Piers had had as a dinner guest in their home.

	His mind went back to dinner with Wycke, their walk, their dance, then… Nope. Not going there.

	Once he and the cat finished eating, Piers put their bowls in the dishwasher. “Do you have to… umm… you know?”

	The cat strolled away. Piers needed to buy a litter box if the cat decided to stay. A fluffy cat bed too. He showered, slipped on a pair of sweats, and yanked back his bedcovers.

	He jumped back. “Yaaaah!”

	“Mrrrooowwww.” The cat yawned, stretching from his spot in the middle of Piers’ bed.

	“It’s like that, huh?” Piers sighed and crawled between the sheets. He’d seen “This isn’t my cat” videos on the internet, recalling the line, “Is this how you get a cat?”

	Possibly.

	What a weird couple of days. His mind drifted back to Wycke again. Their date, dancing and… something. They didn’t fly or climb walls. No. Piers imagined every bizarre moment.

	Except the kissing, the way Wycke took such care of Piers, undressing him, kissing his feet. No one had ever kissed Piers’ feet before. He closed his eyes, imagining fingers skimming over his skin, tweaking a nipple.

	But not flying. They hadn’t flown. He’d just been tired. Yeah, tired. Fantastic sex, though. Time to stop reliving the memories in favor of sleeping. Chances were, despite his best efforts, he’d be reliving those memories for a long time to come.

	As he drifted off, he heard, You’ll do.

	Piers bolted upright, turned on the light, and stared at the cat. “Please tell me you didn’t just talk to me.”

	“Okay. I didn’t.” The cat rolled over.

	Piers spent the night in the living room chair, eyes wide open.
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	“What the hell are you doing?”

	Piers woke with a start to an upside-down world. Or rather, to Jess’s upside-down face, as she hung her head over the side of the couch, a furrow etched in her brow.

	“I’m just sitting here.”

	“You’re sleeping in a chair.” The furrow in her brow deepened. “You weren’t watching me sleep, were you? I don’t care if you are my bestie. Sleep-staring is creepy.”

	Why was Piers in the living room chair instead of in bed?

	The answer came strutting out of his room, mouth stretched wide in a yawn and displaying a mouthful of sharp teeth.

	The cat.

	The cat! “Ahh!” Piers jumped, crouching on the chair.

	Jess righted herself, hair a matted mess and wiping drool from her cheek with one hand. “Yeah. The cat. Here, kitty, kitty.” She switched to baby talk. “Don’t let the noisy, crazy man scare you, you little cutie.”

	The cat might have chirruped. Piers heard, “Control yourself, madam, or I’ll be inclined to believe idiots surround me.”

	Oh, God. Even in the light of day… No! This couldn’t be happening. “Did… did you hear that?”

	“Hear what?” Jess scooted onto the floor, inching her way toward the cat.

	“No!” Piers lunged and held her back. “The cat… the cat!”

	“What the fuck, man?” Jess squirmed in his grasp. “Not that I turn down hugs or nothing, but what is wrong with you?”

	“The cat. It’s talking!” How could she not hear?

	“Yes. Probably cat talk for ‘Feed me, human.’”

	“Not cat talk. The damn thing talked!”

	Jess finally wriggled free of Piers’ grasp and placed a hand on his forehead. “No fever. Are you sure you’re okay? I haven’t heard anyone blather on about talking animals since Vinnie at the shop took something he found in his grandma’s medicine cabinet and spent the afternoon planning world domination with a squirrel.”

	Piers placed a hand over his wildly pounding heart. This couldn’t be real. Maybe he was asleep. Or maybe sleep deprivation wore at his sanity.

	The madness started when he’d yielded to temptation with a man called Wicked.

	“I’ve got to get ready for work.” Jess yawned. “I’ll leave you to work things out, why don’t I?”

	“What about the… cat?” If Piers begged Jess to stay, would she?

	Jess patted Piers on the head. “You feed him, make sure he has water, and get him a litter box if he’s staying. After all, you brought him home. Kitty is going to be so jealous.” Wriggling her fingers, Jess disappeared into her room.

	Piers stared at the cat.

	The cat stared back. Piers knew what he’d heard. The damn cat spoke.

	No, no, no! He squeezed his temples in his hand. “I’m going crazy. I’m talking to cats now.”

	“Count yourself fortunate. I don’t deign to speak to humans often.” The words came out crystal clear now, not just in Piers’ head. “They require too many small words.”

	What. The. Fuck.

	“Do close your mouth. The imbecile look doesn’t work for you.” The cat grinned, dropping the lid over one eye. “See you later… sweet cheeks.”

	The cat pranced toward the far wall.

	And disappeared.
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	“Eeeek!” Saris clutched her chest. “Wycke! You could warn me!” She sat at her desk, surrounded by stacked papers and the occasional scroll.

	“Doesn’t one of your ladies handle your correspondence?” Wycke asked. Why sacrifice privacy to an entourage if you didn’t intend to use them?

	“Sometimes, I read my missives personally.” She held out a sheet of parchment. “Especially, ones like this.”

	“I’ve got something to tell you—” Saris may or may not want Wycke’s news.

	Her mouth grew tight. “Read.”

	Wycke scanned the sheet. “What is this?”

	Saris took the page back, brandishing the cryptic message. “This came from a mage in Adulas. Three bodies were found. Not a mark on them.”

	“Travelers are killed all the time.”

	“More mages drained of their magic. Someone is stealing power from others.” Saris balled the message, turning the mutilated parchment around and around in her hand. “A powerful sorcerer. I fear we may soon face another like Lady Nyanda.”

	What about Nyanda’s son? No, Piers had not been to this realm that Wycke could tell, and seemed oblivious to his magic.

	“Many revered Lady Nyanda. I’m told she had followers in every kingdom. They believed magic wielders should be in power. She thought to overthrow kings, set herself on the throne. One kingdom to rule every land.” Saris fixed Wycke with a steely gaze. “This message is from someone loyal to this kingdom.”

	“Then why do they write to you instead of the king?”

	“Because this mage trusts me, and Broen didn’t know Lady Nyanda as well as I do, nor her full capabilities. Also, there’s something else.”

	“What?”

	Saris worried her bottom lip with her teeth, eyes trained on her hands. “Our brother paid me another visit. He… wasn’t himself.”

	“How so?” Anything different from Radre’s usual self had to be an improvement.

	“You know how he is. He never says what he means. It’s always charm and coaxing or screaming and demanding, never a direct answer.” Saris flapped a dismissive hand, but her downcast eyes showed her discomfort. Yeah, Radre sucked all the life out of any room he entered.

	Saris turned her face. A bruise stained one cheek.

	Gods and ancestors! “Saris? Who did this?” Wycke dropped to his knees, cupping her face gently. He’d kill the asshole who dared strike his sister.

	Saris ran her fingers over her discolored skin, hiding her bruise with glamour.

	“Does Broen know?”

	“There’s no need, at the moment, to worry him.” Saris gave a bittersweet smile, though her eyes glittered with unshed tears.

	Radre. “Why did Radre hit you?”

	“He… he wanted to know where the baby is.”

	The baby. “How does he know about the baby? You told him Nyanda’s baby died.”

	“If you’ll recall, he didn’t believe me. Now Nyanda’s followers are gathering. Radre must know her child didn’t die all those seasons ago.” Saris raised troubled eyes to Wycke. “The child lives?”

	Wycke let out a slow breath. No easy way to impart his message. “Yes, he’s alive. But he’s no longer a child, Saris.” Chynne did have his uses, like opening portals at will and timing their arrival pretty close to when they’d left. Also, helping Wycke see that the bartender he’d slept with and the missing son of Lady Nyanda Gimitri were one and the same—though he struggled to wrap his head around having accidentally fulfilled his sister’s wishes. “I think he’s unaware of who he is.”

	Damned spells!

	“What of Sir Lyvianne?” Saris sat forward, hands clasped together on the desk.

	Wycke hated snuffing out the hope on Saris’s face. “I believe he sacrificed himself.”

	“Oh.” Saris remained still for a moment. A lone tear trailed down her cheek. Then another. And another. At last, she moved, dabbing her eyes with a delicate handkerchief. “Poor man. I should have tried harder to find them. I should have…”

	Wycke grasped her hand. “You couldn’t have known. For all we knew, only a few human months passed in their realm.” One realm he’d heard of operated in the future, with time running backward from their own realm.

	“Still—”

	“Shh… Because of you, the baby lived to grow into a man.” For which Wycke was grateful. He’d fulfilled his promise.

	One side of Saris’s mouth lifted, then fell. “A man. Baby Pieravor is a man now.”

	Somehow, Radre knew, or at least suspected, Piers still lived. How? “Did he have anything of his mother’s? Anything that might make him easy to trace?” Though now, with his magic awakened, hiding Piers might prove impossible. His power would draw other magical beings like fairies to, well, magic.

	At the moment, Piers should be at work, surrounded by magicals and non-magicals alike. Probably the safest place for him until Wycke came up with a better idea. Would bringing him to the magical realm be better or worse?

	“Sir Lyvianne took a bag with them—packed by Lady Nyanda, I thought. Her maid found some of her jewelry missing, which we believed an enemy soldier took, and her…” Saris’s face drained of color. “Her spellbook. Oh, Wycke. If he has her spellbook, you need to get back there. If Radre is looking for him…”

	What should Wycke tell her? “Do you remember the sorceress having a familiar?”

	“Chynne? I saw him in the form of a raven on several occasions and as a cat. What about him? No one has seen him since her death.”

	A raven. A form Chynne had yet to show. “He came with me to the human realm, looking for the child too.” Uncertainty ran chill fingers along Wycke’s spine. He’d trusted the familiar far too quickly. Had Wycke been ensorcelled? His insides squirmed with the sudden compulsion to find Piers. Protect him. For Saris’s sake? Yeah. A workable excuse.

	“He what? Oh, Wycke, you can’t let Chynne find the child, no telling what he’ll do…”

	“He says he belongs to Piers… Pieravor. I don’t think he’d hurt him.” Plenty of opportunities to kill Piers if Chynne wanted.

	“I’ll trust you, but please keep an eye on anything to do with that woman.” Saris shuddered. “But there’s more. There’s been movement through the portals. A lot of movement.” Saris resumed crumpling the ball of parchment.

	A lot of movement? As with fairies, certain other beings shifted from one realm to the next with ease: hellhounds, the best trackers ever created. A word from the human realm erupted from Wycke’s tongue. “Fuck.”

	“You’ve seen the child. I mean, the man. You know he has no power. What do they want with him?”

	A long history of secrecy had Wycke scanning his surroundings. No overlooking even innocent-seeming pixies again. “He’s not without power. He’s more powerful than the two of us combined.”

	“What? How can that be possible? His mother made the dampening spell you wear but didn’t use the band on Pieravor. I thought maybe he didn’t need protection. She said he didn’t have any magic.”

	“Didn’t you say you wouldn’t trust a word from her mouth? How did he get into the human realm?”

	“Sir Lyvianne.”

	“Portals take power. How powerful was this guard?”

	“I don’t know. As father’s second cousin, he might have had something from the family. All I know was that one moment he stood before me, the next he was gone, and the mirror shimmered. The only other door was hidden so well I couldn’t find it.” Saris let out an exasperated snort. “Maybe the ancestors intervened.” 

	Or a man of modest skills with a very powerful child. Double fuck. Or Chynne could be right.

	Someone could have knowingly or unknowingly used the untested magic for the child’s benefit. The power would allow its use as long as the spell helped the child and didn’t hurt.

	Wycke pulled in a deep breath. “I have someone you need to meet.”

	“Who?”

	He dipped into his pocket, removing a silver beetle. The insect dropped to the floor, turning black, blue, and furry.

	Saris shrank in on herself. “I… I know this creature, he feels…”

	Chynne smiled, inclining his head. “Princess Saris. Or shall I call you Queen Saris?”

	“Chynne.” Saris threw out her hands, blasting the cat across the room.

	Wycke grabbed her wrists. “What are you doing?”

	“Do you know who… what he is? Lady Nyanda’s familiar. With his help, she killed many mages. Kept our father under her thumb.”

	Chynne staggered off the floor. “I’m sure I deserved that, Your Majesty. However, I am no longer the sorceress’s familiar, as she is dead.”

	Saris narrowed her eyes. “Whom do you serve?”

	“Her son, Pieravor Gimitri. The most powerful sorcerer alive. If Nyanda’s followers have become active again, they must know he lives, but are they shifting loyalty to him, or do they plan to use him?”

	“How can anyone use him if he’s so powerful?” Saris asked.

	Good question.

	“He doesn’t know he’s powerful. He’s untrained. Until recently, his powers were dormant. Even I, his servant, couldn’t detect him. Something happened to awaken his magic.” Wycke didn’t know enough about cats to say if they actually had eyebrows. Still, Chynne certainly raised… something… in Wycke’s direction.

	Wycke was not ready to share the story with his sister. “We need to hide him so they can’t find him.”

	“If they’re mobilizing,” Chynne said, “they might know where he is already.”

	Saris’s brow creased. “Mobilizing?”

	Wycke interrupted. “Mr. Familiar here is addicted to American television.”

	“American what?”

	“America is a region in the other realm. Television is a form of entertainment said to rot the brain.” Wycke hoped porn didn’t count.

	Saris rose, wringing her hands, and paced the white marble floors. “We have to do something. We can’t let him fall into their hands or Radre’s. Such a sweet baby. I cannot imagine him being like his mother.”

	Chynne inclined his head. “I don’t see that happening. As they say in the other realm, ‘we have an ace up our sleeve.’”

	“A what?”

	“Something in our favor. No matter where he goes or what he does, we will always know his location.” Chynne sounded so sure of himself. “The three of us each have reasons to look out for him. I’m his familiar. You made a promise to take care of a baby.”

	Saris stopped her pacing. “What about Wycke?”

	“Ah, Wycke.” Chynne grinned. “Your brother here”—he pointed a paw at Wycke— “bonded with him.”

	Wycke and Saris shouted as one, “What?” Fucking and bonding weren’t the same things!

	“While you were moaning, groaning, and damaging your hotel room nearly beyond repair, you bonded. Do you not feel the bond?”

	“N… no.” Bonded? Really? Nah, it couldn’t happen. Wycke never asked, and neither had Piers, had he? “But we—”

	“I know what you’re going to say, brother,” Saris snapped, “that you didn’t choose him, he didn’t choose you, and no mage spoke blessings. That’s how bonding takes place now. My tutors in Myrgren taught me that in the time when our ancestors had magic to spare, bonds were created by compatible magics. If his is compatible with yours and, well, um… you—”

	“Fucked, Your Highness. I believe the word you’re looking for is ‘fucked.’”

	Fucking smug cat. Wycke glared. “Mind your tongue around my sister!”

	Saris glared at Chynne. Wycke instinctively took a step back. “I intended to say, ‘consummated the relationship,’” she corrected.

	“That’s what I said.” Asshole feline.

	An asshole feline who, until then, complained about Wycke using such language. “Um… Chynne?” Wycke ventured. “You may be old, powerful, and all, but you might not want to taunt my sister. Her temper can be quite explosive.”

	“Were vows spoken?” Saris fixed Wycke with a glare promising painful consequence for the wrong answer. He shuddered.

	Chynne narrowed his eyes at Wycke. Stupid cat and his stupid human-appearing expressions. “They spoke a bonding word, while their magic meshed and they were…”

	“Fucking,” Saris supplied.

	Wycke whipped his head toward Saris so fast his neck ached. “Saris! Language.”

	Her scowl would’ve scared trolls from the hills.

	Wycke shut up.

	“What word?” Saris continued, glowering Wycke to silence.

	“Forever.” Chynne grinned. Evil little shit.

	Fuuuucccckkkk… Wycke slapped a hand over his face. “No! No! No!”

	Saris yanked Wycke’s hand down while keeping her unwavering focus on the cat. “They bonded. Can this be undone?”

	“Of course.”

	Wycke and Saris both brightened. “Then how can we break the bond?” Wycke had no intention of living his life with a single bond mate.

	“Easy.” Chynne examined the claws of one front paw. “One of you must die. But then the other usually dies shortly thereafter. Why break the bond, though? Not only is he powerful, but his bond with you amplifies both your magics and his bond to me even more so.”

	“If he knew how to use magic,” Wycke grumbled. Bonded? Really? How the hell had that happened? Better sex hadn’t ended in a bond. Well, no, actually, he hadn’t had better sex. Compatible magic.

	Destructive sex. If faced with an enemy, could they drop their pants and fuck their way to victory?

	Chynne stood on his hind legs, rubbing his chin in a decidedly human gesture. “You can feel him, and he can feel you.”

	The words brought to mind the amount of feeling Wycke and Piers accomplished. Then, a clear image of Piers formed behind Wycke’s eyelids: Piers running, horror on his face. Piers, backed against a wall, screaming.

	Wycke snapped his eyes open. “He’s in trouble.”
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	I’m an idiot. Cats don’t talk. They absolutely did not disappear. Piers fled the apartment to avoid Jess’s questions about the furball’s current location. She’d been the one to pass out the previous night.

	And the night before.

	He roamed around the neighborhood. Calm down, Piers. Nothing out of the ordinary. No flying lovers, no talking cats. Maybe someone at the club had smoked something funny, and he’d unknowingly inhaled a lungful of hallucinogenic. If so, he should demand hazard pay.

	After enough time to be reasonably sure Jess wasn’t home, he returned, easing the apartment door open. “Anybody here?” No answer from Jess. No cat, talking or otherwise, except for a slightly crushed Kitty lying on the couch.

	Piers cautiously entered his sanctuary, checking from room to room for talking cats. Nothing. He let out a sigh of relief.

	His stomach rumbled. He’d seen beer in the fridge last night. And eggs. No, he’d cooked those for a cat that most assuredly didn’t talk.

	He’d love a massive plate of barbequed ribs from Bucky’s BBQ down the street, with slaw and an order of steak fries.

	Oh, damn. He wiped the drool from his lips. How attractive. Still, ribs. Yummy, sauce-covered ribs. The scent… The scent? Huh? He really did smell barbeque.

	Piers stepped into the kitchen. Bucky’s distinctive green logo beckoned him to the to-go box lying on the table. A lidded cup sat to the side. He took a sip. Sweet tea.

	No note. He’d not seen this on his earlier walkthrough, had he? Besides, Jess should have left an hour ago. The food steamed. Maybe she’d gone in late and gotten him a plate.

	Dread slipped through his insides. What if Jess wasn’t responsible for the sudden appearance of food. Exactly what he wanted, when he wanted it? Maybe he should have wished for a vanilla milkshake instead of tea.

	With a deep sense of unease, he took a tentative sip through the straw. Icy coldness hit his tongue.

	Vanilla.

	Holy fuck. Food. He’d conjured food. Either that or he really had lost his mind. He sniffed a fry and took a bite. Hot, delicious steak fry.

	Next, he tried a rib and moaned. So tasty. Hell, even the fries were hot, and the slaw cold.

	However the food got here, his hunger won out over nerves. He ate. His eyes drooped. Sleepy, so sleepy. When was the last time he’d gotten a good night’s sleep? He slipped into his bedroom and checked under the covers for felines. Nothing. As he drifted off, though, he swore he heard purring.
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	Piers glanced up between serving drinks several times during the evening, in between brushing off come-ons. Hoping to see a white-haired man, maybe? The hotel wasn’t far. If he wanted to call or visit, he could. What if Wycke already checked out? Or freaked out and ran, like Piers had? Even though Piers asked several times, Wycke never said where he lived or why he’d come to the city.

	What kind of pull did this man have over him? What kind of strange attraction left Piers ready to run from the building to seek out a near stranger?

	His skin itched. He’d never fallen victim to addiction, but he’d met people who’d become addicted to drugs or alcohol. Heart palpitations, dry mouth, unable to think of anything else. Addicted to a man?

	“You okay?” Max asked.

	“Just tired.” Piers paused long enough to give his boss full attention. “Didn’t sleep too good.” His phone chimed with a message from Jess: Staying with Patti tonight. Give my love to the cat. XXXOOO.

	No Jess, no Wycke. Work became an endless stream of drinks, tips, fighting off advances, ignoring patrons in costumes, and the talking unicorn prancing around the dance floor. Piers sat alone in the breakroom rather than mingle with coworkers when forced to take a break. After years of fighting to get ahead and have a decent life, he’d finally lost his grip on reality.

	His shift ended at last, not one moment too soon. He waved goodbye to a cluster of ogres on his way out. Nothing his brain created surprised him anymore.

	A mild night gave Piers an excuse to walk home. Just his luck, he’d summon an Uber and demon at the same time. The weird shit started after he’d gone to Wycke’s hotel room.

	He could turn right and head home or turn left toward the hotel. Was Wycke there? Did Piers honestly want another encounter? Well, yeah. To prove his sanity, if nothing more.

	He wanted answers too. Okay. Left turn, then.

	Something flickered in his peripheral vision. He turned. A tiny light hovered, then drifted away. Light reflecting off a moth? Some other bug? He swore he saw wings. The wrong season for fireflies. Strange. Normally, he’d find people milling about even at this hour of the night. The bars on either side of the street usually filled with late-night partiers, lines of people huddled around the doorways of the more popular places.

	Nothing. No lights or “Open” signs in windows. No cars traveling bumper to bumper down the street, the owners searching for parking spots.

	Quiet. Too quiet. No honking horns. No noisy chatter. Just the occasional flicker of something right on the edges of Piers’ vision.

	Two men wearing ripped pants, and shirts two or three sizes too small, lumbered down the sidewalk away from him. Muscles rippled in their arms. They turned as one.

	Glowing red eyes, piggy snouts, tusks protruding from their bottom teeth. Hands ending in long, black claws. “Get him!” one yelled, words garbled by his misshapen mouth.

	What the fuck? Those weren’t men. What were those things? They lifted their noses into the air, giving a loud sniff. Both grinned. And ran.

	Right at Piers.

	Oh, shit! Why wouldn’t his feet move?

	They gained ground. Fast. His feet unstuck. He hauled ass, slamming into something solid. The metal trashcan clattered to the ground. Whatever chased him neatly vaulted the hurdle. No, no, no, no, no. Just his luck: no cops when he needed them.

	“You can’t outrun us, human,” one of the things chasing Piers shouted. Damn thing didn’t even sound winded.

	No moving cars, just parked vehicles. Piers hit the hood of a few with his fists. Alarms might bring cops. He ran down the center of the road in one of the busiest parts of town. Late shift workers should be going home, and club-goers meeting hookups or dates.

	No cats, no dogs. Oh, God. Pain! Shoving a hand against the agony in his side, Piers kept going, nearly falling when he tripped over something he didn’t pause to see. He puffed out labored breaths, chancing a glance behind. Bad idea. The gap closed more with each block. No outrunning them. What could he do? Another tusked horror came out of nowhere, cutting him off.

	Darkness fell, the streetlights going out, one after the other. Maybe they couldn’t see him in the dark.

	No such luck. Red glowing eyes. Fuck.

	Piers spun to the right, but one of those things appeared. He tried left. Another one. They herded him like a damned sheep. With no other choice, he ducked down an alley. Please, please, please let there be a way out! 

	Down he went. No! No! No! Without knowing how, he found himself back on his feet. Door. Dare he hope? First one. Locked! Damn! Second, locked. Bracing his back against a dumpster, he kicked the door. Ow! He kicked again.

	If he could summon barbeque, he should be able to open a door, damn it!

	He tried the doors on either side. At the very end of the alley, he reached a wall. Fuck, fuck, fuck! Trapped. He whirled. Three of the fuckers came after him. The grunts tossed back and forth sounded like some form of language.

	Back to the grimy concrete wall, Piers prepared for the worst. How bad could the situation get? What were these things? What did they want?

	He threw out his hand and wished, Go away! The things went flying. Piers glanced in the direction of the fallen muscle-bound horrors, his hand, and the horrors again.

	What. The. Ever. Loving. Fuck.

	Pale misty light let him see, but barely. They climbed to their feet, huffing out what could only be threats.

	The roar of an engine reverberated off the walls.

	A car? Finally! White light shone in Piers’ eyes.

	The largest damned motorcycle he’d ever seen barreled down the alley, scattering the whatever-the-hell-they-were. Gleaming black. Silver wings on the sides. Were the wings moving? Couldn’t be.

	“Get on!” the leather-clad, helmeted driver barked, tossing Piers a helmet.

	Pier stood for a long moment. This couldn’t be happening. One of those things growled down the alleyway. He hopped on the back of the bike, yanking the helmet onto his head.

	“Hang on!” the driver yelled. He revved the bike once, twice.

	Three hulking shapes came out of the darkness, red eyes aglow. How the fuck were they going to get out of the alley?

	The driver revved the bike again, jerking Piers’ neck on takeoff.

	Heading straight for the wall.
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	If the man clutching him way too tightly didn’t stop screaming into his ear, Wycke might cast a silencing spell. Immediately, he doubled over in pain, clutching at his stomach, and let out a scream of his own. Chynne’s spur-of-the-moment portal left a lot of room for improvement. Thank the ancestors, the motorcycle drove itself—unless the damned thing copped an attitude.

	They rode through thick fog. The buffer between the realms. Wycke had gotten violently ill the first time he’d made the trip, shortly after his fourteenth winter. The fog grew softer, the atmosphere lighter.

	A moment later, the motorcycle came to rest in his palace rooms. Piers finally stopped screaming. Most powerful sorcerer in both realms, Wycke’s ass.

	Piers lurched off the bike, nearly doing a faceplant. Being chased by hellhounds and yanked through realms would disorient anyone. Wycke steadied him with a hand to his arm. Any further comfort would have to wait for a moment alone.

	Piers wobbled on unsteady feet, whipping his head back and forth. “Where the fuck are we?”

	Wycke released his hold, sweeping out a hand. “My rooms.”

	“Are you fucking kidding me?” Piers shrieked. “I’ve been to your hotel. This is not your hotel room!”

	Wycke took a step back. Not the expected reaction. Normally, men and women fought for an invitation to this room. “These are my actual rooms in my home.”

	Piers raced to the windows, placing a hand on either side of the sill. Outside, waves crashed against the beach. “The ocean?”

	Wycke took a hesitant step away. Cross-realm travel could leave the uninitiated a bit deranged. “Yes. It’s most definitely an ocean.” Or rather, a sea. He’d found Piers in a city. Maybe he’d never actually seen waves before.

	“Atlantic or Pacific? Tell me.” A touch of madness shone from Piers’ wide eyes.

	“Well, not an ocean as your kind say, but the Taika Sea.”

	Piers yanked his helmet off. It bounced on the marble floor. “Taika Sea? There is no Taika Sea.”

	“There is here.” Wycke removed his helmet more carefully, running his fingers through his tangled hair.

	The bike twisted, shrinking down into a cat again. “Have either of you considered eating less?” Chynne stretched. “I mean, really. My back aches.”

	Piers backed against the wall, mouth moving, but nothing emerging.

	“He tends to do that,” Chynne explained in an offhand manner. “Must be a human realm thing. Oh, wait. He’s not from the human realm, is he?”

	“Wha… Wha…”

	“Articulate, aren’t you?” Even from his position on the floor, Chynne managed to convey looking down his nose.

	“Tha… That cat talks!” Piers panted, all color leaving his face. I’m-gonna-be-sick wasn’t a good look for him. “And he turned into a motorcycle!”

	“Ah, the problem with bringing home strays.” Chynne glared down his nose at Wycke now. “So much to teach him. I’ll bet he’s not even housebroken.” He focused his disdain back on Piers. “If you must know, I can only take on organic forms. That was my creative use of a winged horse, what your kind call a Pegasus. With sound effects.”

	Wycke ignored Chynne for the moment and focused on his accidental bondmate. Had Broen gotten tired of Wycke’s shit and begged the gods for a mate to saddle Wycke to? “Yes, the little asshole talks. Not much of a listener, though.” He tossed his helmet onto the bed, where it vanished from sight into what Wycke thought of as a magical closet.

	Piers flinched. Right. A bit unhinged. Loud noises or sudden movements might have him running through the palace, screaming like a banshee.

	And everyone knew banshees never came to Dhugach.

	Chynne cut a scathing glare Wycke’s way, which, had Chynne been in dragon form, might’ve sent Wycke scurrying.

	“The cat makes a pretty good inanimate object, don’t you think?” Wycke addressed his question to Piers.

	“You must sleep sometime,” Chynne mused, head cocked to the side, grin more than a little feral. “Besides, living thousands of seasons taught me patience.”

	If Piers pressed any harder against the wall, he might go through the marble—especially if his untapped powers came into play.

	The door slammed open. Radre stood in the doorway. “Ah, brother. I thought I might find you here.”

	Brother. Mistake number one. Even without Saris telling of Radre’s unusual behavior, the use of brother sent Wycke’s hackles rising. The king of Myrgren never acknowledged Wycke as a brother.

	“To what do I owe the… pleasure?” Wycke nearly gagged on his own overly-pleasant words. He glanced over his shoulder. No Piers. No cat. No discarded helmet on the floor. Gone.

	Good. One or the other sensed danger.

	As did Wycke.

	“I called on you earlier. No one knew your whereabouts. Where were you?”

	“Ah, brother.” If Wycke stressed any harder, the word might break. “You’ve never concerned yourself with where I go or what I do. Who I do.” He folded his arms across his chest, giving the smirk that, in part, earned him the name of Wicked.

	“You are the brother of a king. Of course, your comings and goings are my concern.” Radre stalked over to an ornate table and poured himself a glass of wine from a crystal decanter.

	Wycke bit back the “Since when?” longing to bounce off his tongue. “I didn’t know you cared.” Honestly didn’t, actually.

	“Can’t have you sullying the family name by associating with the wrong element.”

	Like you? Creeps didn’t come any creepier than Radre. “I can assure you, brother, Saris keeps me well in hand. Speaking of Saris and hands, how dare you strike her!”

	“I can assure you that she wouldn't be standing if I’d hit our sister.” Radre threw back the dregs of his wine like a shot of single malt. “Now, don’t change the subject. She didn’t know your whereabouts either. Or claimed not to.”

	Too many things about Radre struck Wycke as wrong. His rigid posture, the clipped cadence of his words, the way he held himself stiffly, movements less fluid than usual. He’d always been an ass, but he’d never been physical with Saris or Wycke before. Appearance and voice were familiar. Radre’s favored dressing style and wearing his hair—in a series of tiny braids today—changed with the winds.

	Wycke filled his words with innuendo. He’d avenge Saris later. “Do you tell our dear sister every time you find a new plaything? Hmm?”

	Ah, the lovely shade pinking Radre’s cheeks. Rage or embarrassment? No, rage turned his pallor darker.

	Wycke fake pouted. “Awww… is poor old Radre’s bed cold these days? If you need pointers…”

	“I do not need your help!” Radre snapped. “We’re here to discuss your behavior, not mine.”

	Wycke nodded. “Much more interesting. What do you want to know? Please be quick. Two guards are expecting me. They want to show me their… swords.” He waggled his brows, forcing a grin but not dropping his guard.

	“Tell me, do any of your lovers have a pet? A cat, perhaps?” Radre arched an elegantly groomed brow.

	A growl sounded in Wycke’s mind, along with a gruff, I’m nobody’s pet! How fascinating for Radre to ask about a cat. Due to Chynne’s denials, Wycke honestly answered, “I don’t know anyone with a pet cat. The courtiers of Dhugach prefer dogs. Small yappy things. Not too particular where they pee.” He tipped his head to the side in what he hoped passed for a thoughtful gesture. “On second thought, though, the king’s young cousin kept a fox kit for a time. Do foxes count? Or do foxes fall under the ‘dog’ designation?”

	The pink of Radre’s cheeks deepened to purple. “Don’t toy with me, brother. Someone has been passing between realms.”

	“What’s that got to do with pet cats?” Wycke tipped his head to the side, feigning befuddlement.

	“Don’t play coy with me!”

	“You think it’s me? Or that I’m capable of playing coy?” Wycke barked a laugh. “Why, I’ve barely enough magic to tie the sash on my lounging robe.”

	Radre narrowed his eyes. Wycke’s skin prickled. Magic! Some of the strongest he’d felt in this realm. Had Radre killed a mage? No, it took greater magic than Radre ever dreamed of to steal power from another.

	The dead mages…

	Wycke gently slipped a finger over his wrist, out of sight of Radre, ensuring the suppression cuff’s presence.

	Radre stalked across the floor and grabbed the collar of Wycke’s black leather jacket. “You’re dressed in the clothing from another realm, and expect me to believe you haven’t traveled between worlds?”

	Wycke forced his brother’s hands away. “Would you believe one of the palace mages went world-hopping and brought me this jacket?” Stupid, stupid. He should have changed his clothing before returning here. But based on the many cross-realm beings he’d seen in the human realm, he wasn’t the only one climbing through portals.

	“Don’t think you can hide things from me, little brother.”

	Wycke folded his arms across his chest, stepping back. With any luck, he’d bought enough time for Chynne to get Piers to safety. “Why are you here?”

	“I told you—”

	“No! Why are you here in Dhugach? Don’t you have a kingdom to run? Who is minding your lands? Aren’t the mountain passes closed?” Although the temperature remained balmy no matter the season in Dhugach, the snows should be waist deep in Myrgren.

	“Do not bother yourself with matters that don’t concern you.” Radre spun on the heel of his boot and swished out the door in a cloud of frothy silk. A cape? Really? Well, certainly a new fashion statement.

	Chynne popped back into sight, followed by a slightly-worse-for-the-wear Piers.

	“Is your brother always such a dick?” Chynne asked. “I remember him from his youth. While arrogant and lacking good judgment, he’d never been such a bloody prick.”

	“A bloody prick?” Chynne must’ve been watching British television while in the human realm.

	“Something I learned on the wonderful box thing in the hotel room while you were out. Most enlightening.” Chynne glanced over at the shell-shocked Piers. “You know, we really should do something about him.”

	Piers gripped the wall, quietly muttering, “I’m insane. I’m insane. I’ve lost my fucking mind.”

	“You’ve shielded our magic from detection?” Wycke asked Chynne.

	Chynne nodded. “Always.”

	Wycke raised a hand.

	“Don’t! You aren’t to be trusted casting on a blade of grass, let alone someone we hope to keep alive. You might snap him in half. Might I suggest a strong drink instead of a calming spell? Remember, until recently, he didn’t know magic existed. You awakened his abilities. We don’t know how his natural defenses might work against you.” Chynne scrutinized Piers, then turned back to Wycke. “Better make it a double.”

	Oh, right. On his third try, Wycke produced a tumbler of brandy without turning the glass to liquid, igniting the alcohol, or summoning someone named Brandy. “Here,” he said, holding the glass to Piers’ lips when Piers showed no sign of lifting his hands from the wall. He obediently swallowed, made a face, then opened his mouth like a baby bird for more.

	Every instinct screamed at Wycke to offer comfort. Piers’ flinching away from Wycke’s touch hurt. Right. Not the time or the place. And why feel such an unfamiliar need, anyway? Lovers never caused protective instincts before.

	After the third shot, Piers finally relaxed enough to step away from the wall. “What’s going on? Start from the beginning.” He dropped down onto his back on Wycke’s bed without invitation—promptly sinking nose-deep into the feather mattress.

	“I suggest you enunciate clearly. Use small words,” Chynne offered, hopping beside Piers on the bed and succeeding in unburying at least his face from the mass of floof.

	Piers raised a hand over Chynne’s back, stopped, and dropped his hand back to the covers.

	Chynne, in a very catlike move, butted Piers’ hand with his head. “If such actions will calm you, you may pet me. Just this once.”

	Piers ran his hand over the cat’s back. Chynne purred, shooting a nasty glower Wycke’s way. Okay, no mentioning the powerful familiar playing spoiled pet. Then again, if Chynne hoped to convince Piers to release him one day, best to try a little sucking up.

	Wycke settled into a velvet chair upholstered in shades of blue, the swirled pattern repeated on the bedcovering. “You live in the human realm. I live on a magical plane of existence. Those powerful enough can cross from one to the other. Are you with me so far?”

	Piers nodded. “I think so.” He rose to a sitting position, gesturing for a refill. Wycke, getting a handle on his newly amplified skills, gave Piers a watered-down version of the brandy without bothering to leave the chair.

	How best to deliver bad news? Given the amount of brandy consumed in a short period of time, anything less than the unembellished facts might not penetrate Piers’ alcohol-soaked brain. “You aren’t human as you know them. In fact, you were born here in the magical realm, high in the Fyrgryn mountains. You’re the only child of a powerful sorceress, who served my father, King Gustaf Bertillian of Myrgren.”

	Piers stared into the glass, glanced at Wyck, and resumed studying the glass. “This is some pretty potent booze. It sounded like you said my mother was a sorceress and your father was a king.”

	Words forever changed a man’s life. “I did. What do you know about your mother?” Piers hadn’t disclosed many details when Wycke asked about her before.

	“Next to nothing. I’ve already told you. My uncle didn’t tell me much about my folks, except my mother was evil. He did tell me bedtime stories about an evil sorceress, though.”

	“What did your uncle look like?” Saris had mentioned Sir Lyvianne, but he’d died so many seasons ago. Chynne might have known him, but Wycke couldn’t recall the man, except the visions he’d had in the human realm.

	“Light hair, kind of like yours, only shorter. His eyes were a light brownish color, almost bronze. Oh, he had lots of scars. I mean, terrible ones.”

	Wycke and Chynne shared a glance. “What was his name?” Wycke asked.

	“Lee Adams. Uncle Lee.”

	So far, so good. Piers managed to sound somewhat rational. Wycke pressed on. “His name was Lyvianne, a distant cousin and a royal household guard. My sister asked him to take you somewhere safe. Did he tell you anything of magic?”

	“Just the stories.”

	“What happened to him?” Piers called the man “Uncle.” Had he watched his guardian die? Bad enough Wycke witnessed the man’s death in a vision when he’d barely known of Lyvianne. To call him uncle?

	Piers kept his gaze turned down. No missing the choke in his voice. “He woke me in the middle of the night and told me to leave our apartment down the fire escape. When I looked back, flames shot out of the windows. I… I never saw him again. The cops assumed he died even though they found no bodies.” The words came out recited, like he’d told the story many times. 

	The circumstances confirmed Wycke's previous beliefs. “They wouldn’t in a magical fire.” He lowered his voice. “How old were you?”

	“Seven.”

	Very young to be on his own. Wycke had been in the same condition, orphaned young. For a moment, he recalled sitting in the great hall in Myrgren, Saris pleading to take Wycke with her. If not for her, he’d have suffered an equally lonely childhood.

	“I am Chynne,” the cat sat, butting Piers’ idle hand to restart the petting. “I was your mother’s familiar. Now, I am yours.”

	“My what?” Piers’ eyes appeared a bit unfocused.

	“Your familiar. Your magical helper, as it were.”

	“Your bound helper,” Wycke clarified. “Who wants you to release him.”

	Chynne growled. “You didn’t have to tell him that yet.”

	The door swung open. Didn’t anyone in this accursed palace knock? Oh, Saris. Much better than Radre. Saris stepped in, head high and every inch the queen. “You may wait outside, Sir Broderick. I need to speak with my brother… alone.”

	Broderick mumbled words Wycke couldn’t quite make out. Saris nodded and closed the door. She homed in on Wycke. “So, you’re why Radre visited me in such a sullen mood.”

	“Aren’t I always the reason he visits you in a sullen mood?”

	Saris pulled her lips back into a half-smile/half-sneer. “He’s my brother, but I wish he’d stay far from me. I… I don’t trust him or how he’d use my position as queen if he thought he could.” Her gaze fell on Piers. She paused a long moment, quietly assessing. “Oh! Good evening to you, sir. Ice blue eyes, blue highlights in dark hair, high cheekbones. Am I to believe you are Pieravor Gimitri? You have the look of your mother about you.” Saris chattered away, circling, taking in every inch of Piers. “I’m sure you don’t remember me, but I used to hold you when you were a baby.”

	Wycke snapped out of his stupor. “Piers, may I introduce my sister, Saris, Queen Consort of Tirra Neu.”

	“Queen?” Piers did his landed fish impersonation and held out his glass, which Wycke filled.

	Saris inclined her head. “I see you’ve made my brother’s acquaintance and lived to tell the tale.”

	Piers had a gobsmacked look about him as he rose shakily to his feet, held out his hand—which Saris stared at—then blushed and tried a clumsy bow.

	Wycke answered for him. “We’ve only just arrived from the human realm. Apparently, someone else knew of his whereabouts and set hellhounds on him.”

	Piers found his tongue. “Hellhounds? Those were hellhounds? They didn’t look like dogs.”

	Wycke exchanged a look with his sister. Together they said, “Baby mage.”

	“What?” Piers looked a bit shaky. With a flick of his paw, Chynne conjured a chair. Piers collapsed into the soft padding without even looking.

	Chynne remarked, “He vocalized far more while being—”

	Wycke managed a quick silencing spell without turning Chynne into a pile of feathers. “What Chynne means is that Piers is a bit in shock right now.”

	“Actually,” Chynne remarked, shrugging off the spell, “I believe drunkenness is a bigger problem at the moment.”

	They watched Piers slowly drift to the side and keep on going, his momentum stopped by the chair arm. He let out a snore.

	“This is the man Captain Lyvianne died for?” Saris asked, whirling on Wycke. She folded her arms across her chest.

	Wycke squashed the impulse to defend Piers. “Piers referred to him as Uncle Lee.”

	“Uncle Lee.” Saris hung her head. “Lyvianne had a mate and daughter. They died before he came to the castle. He’d talked of how badly he missed them.” She gave a watery smile. “Maybe he enjoyed having a child around. But I’d certainly never meant for him to stay gone forever.”

	“What did you intend?”

	“I’d seen only fifteen summers. We’d all have been prisoners before daybreak if I hadn't done something. I thought of nothing but keeping you safe. And the baby.”

	Chynne made a gagging sound. “Enough of the mushy sentiments. Hellhounds are trailing him, so someone powerful knows of his existence, or at least, suspects. He’s no longer safe in the human realm. He has magic but is more menace than mage. Since his abilities have awakened, no hiding him now.”

	“What of his magic?” Saris asked Wycke. “You told me he was strong.”

	Wycke took over the telling. Apparently, thoughts didn’t even slow down on the way from Chynne’s brain to his mouth. Maybe time spent hanging out wherever he’d been meant he no longer knew how to deal with humans. “Mostly dormant, until—”

	Chynne cast a silencing spell of his own, shutting Wycke up. “Until your brother’s compatible magic awakened Pieravor’s. Now, the combination of the two is totally out of control. Until a few days ago, he’d never seen fairies, ogres, or elves in their true form.”

	Piers lay back in the chair, mouth hanging open, emitting a grating noise likely to attract dragons searching for a mate. Maybe Wycke had been better off for Piers not spending the whole night in his hotel room.

	Saris stared a moment at Piers, shook her head, and returned her focus to Wycke. “Did you find his mother’s spellbook?”

	“Mmm…”

	“Oh, pardon me.” Chynne flicked a paw in Wycke’s direction, enabling speech again.

	“Umm… no,” Wycke replied, glaring at Chynne. “We barely had time to save Piers.”

	“By all the gods, goddesses, ancestors, and anyone else you pray to! Do you have any idea of the evil she kept in her grimoire?” Saris yanked at her hair. “Do you have any idea what our brother could do with that book?”

	“But he doesn’t have…” Wycke shut up, recalling the magic he’d felt from Radre earlier, then imagined Nyanda’s worst ideas falling into Radre’s hands.

	Wycke once took a peek into Aberfrer’s grimoire. The stuff of nightmares. How much worse was Lady Nyanda’s? “If Piers had her grimoire, we’d better get it back soon.”

	“The fate of both realms could depend on who holds Nyanda’s spells,” Saris said quietly.

	“And who can manage the newly discovered sorcerer with more power than sense?” Chynne added. He nodded toward Piers.

	Saris shrank in on herself. “Oh, dear. We need to plan.”

	They all turned their gazes to Piers, now snuffling quietly in his sleep. He swatted at his nose, mumbling, “Just five more minutes, Jess.”

	Chynne let out a sigh. “Gods help us all.”
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	After a night of tossing, turning, and listening to Piers’ drunken snores, Wycke managed to drag his recovering houseguest into his sister’s domain. All night, Chynne had lain between Wycke and Piers, supposedly to protect his sorcerer.

	Cockblock. Yeah, Wycke now knew the meaning, not that he’d have taken advantage of an inebriated man.

	They gathered on Saris’s balcony, Chynne erecting a magical barrier to enable them to talk freely. The familiar, in cat form, sat on the ledge while Piers sat with Saris at her little table.

	Piers’ hair stood in every direction, regardless of Wycke’s attempts to tame the mass. The moment he set the brush down, Piers ran his fingers through his short strands again, moaning, “No, no, no. This can’t be happening.”

	Now he sat somewhat stiff-backed, flicking his eyes in the direction of movement every time a fairy or pixie flitted past, silently mouthing, “No, no, no.” 

	Poor guy. Much as Wycke’s first foray into the human realm, encountering cars, packed cities, and reality TV, the first taste of a new realm did tend to leave one off-kilter.

	Wycke sprawled in a chair to the side, watching lest Piers suddenly run. Wycke hadn’t foreseen this mess when he’d gone to see his brother-by-bonding a handful of days ago. He should have refused the royal summons and stayed in bed.

	“I’ve contacted the other tribes,” Chynne said. “Most cannot interfere directly without breaking treaties but wish you well in your endeavors.”

	Possibly the nicest “fuck you” of Wycke’s experience.

	Piers harrumphed. “A lot of good that does.” He slumped, elbow on the table, head propped on the one hand, looking like the hungover man he was. Chynne could fix the problem with a swish of his tail but probably enjoyed watching humans suffer.

	“Don’t undervalue their support,” Chynne said. “They cannot appear to openly take sides, but I believe you’ll need their alliance one day.”

	Yes, after they’d figured out what they were up against and set things to rights.

	“So, what do we do?” Saris sat with her hands folded neatly on the table, ignoring her breakfast.

	Wycke snagged a pear from a bowl, possibly all he’d convince his stomach to accept.

	“I’ll escort Piers back to the human realm to retrieve his mother’s grimoire and, against my better judgment, the friend he refuses to leave behind.” Chynne glowered at Piers, who glowered back just as fiercely.

	Impressive! Also, more than a little arousing. If Wycke must be mated, why not to someone willing to hold their own? “What about me?” He wiped pear juice from his chin after a healthy bite.

	“You and Queen Saris will travel by portal to Myrgren Castle,” Chynne said, “and attempt to discover your brother’s objectives. There has been a lack of communication from Myrgren for nearly a season. Some can be attributed to snow blocking the mountain passages. Still, even the advisors King Broen sent have been quiet, and until recently, they’d frequently sent fairies with news.”

	But, Saris? “Leave my sister out of this. I won’t allow you—”

	“You won’t allow Chynne to do what?” Saris demanded; head held at a haughty angle. “I swore to see to Pieravor’s safety. My friend gave his life in the effort. I have no intention of shirking my duties now.”

	Piers winced at the use of his given name. No one else seemed to notice but Wycke.

	“Saris. Do you really want—”

	“What I want, little brother, is for you to be quiet. Let Chynne tell us the plan.”

	Chynne inclined his head. “My thanks, Your Majesty. Now, Wycke, Queen Saris, search Radre’s castle. Stealthily. Talk to servants if you can.” He turned to Piers. “Stay with me. If we’re separated for any reason, wait where you are for me to find you.”

	“How?” Piers asked, looking very much like a man on his way to the gallows. Ashen wasn’t a good look for him.

	“I’m your familiar, remember? We’re connected. Unless we’re magically blocked, I can always find you.”

	Now might not be the time for Wycke to admit to Piers that they shared a similar connection. Guest what? We’re what those in the human realm call married! One shock to the system at a time. Piers appeared one shock away from living out the remainder of his life in a locked tower.

	“Prince Wycke, Queen Saris,” Chynne continued, in a rare acknowledgment of Wycke’s title. “When you’re finished, return to the portal. It will reactivate if you call my name. We’ll meet back here unless you have an immediate need. If so, join us in the human realm.”

	“How will we find you?” Maybe that one little detail would keep Saris at the palace and safe. The expectant look on her face said otherwise.

	“Majesty? Extend your hand, please.” Chynne sauntered along the railing in her direction.

	Wycke braced himself to attack. He didn’t entirely trust the one who’d once committed atrocities in Lady Nyanda’s name. Not with his sister, anyway.

	Saris held out her hand. Chynne placed a paw on her citrine bracelet. The stones glowed. “There. When you need to find me, simply rub the stones and picture me in your mind. Then, the portal will open.”

	Chynne drew patterns in the air with his paws. The air shimmered, creating two portals. He swept out a paw, indicating Wycke and Saris toward one, Piers toward the other.

	“I don’t think I’m properly dressed,” Saris said, staring down. In her light silken gown in the harsh Myrgren winter, she'd freeze to death.

	With a wave of his paw, Chynne changed Saris’s attire to something a villager from Myrgren might wear, complete with a warm cloak and a hood to hide her face and hair. Saris smiled. Much better.

	They stood in front of their respective portals: Saris, stiff-backed and determined, Chynne showing no emotion at all, and Piers…

	Piers stood, hands balled into fists, face devoid of color. He gazed at Wycke with terror in his eyes.

	Something in the vicinity of Wycke’s heart twinged. No. He must do something to calm his mate’s fear. Come to think of it, Wycke didn’t much like the idea of being away from Piers either.

	Wycke put his hand behind Piers’ neck, bringing him in for a kiss. For one moment, all else faded away, the mission, the upcoming separation, everything but Piers and Wycke.

	“Uh, hmm…” Chynne cleared his throat.

	Shock showed on Piers’ face when Wycke broke the kiss, but he managed a brief, if strained, smile.

	“It’s going to be okay,” Wycke said, pulling Piers in for one more kiss before letting go.

	With one last look over his shoulder, Piers stepped through the portal behind Chynne.

	Wycke watched him go, his heart once more lurching uncomfortably. He took a deep breath and turned to his sister, feigning nonchalance and waving a hand toward their own portal. “After you, my queen.” Suggesting he go first would only delay them while they argued.

	May the gods and ancestors be with them.
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	Who knew the book with the scary pictures meant something? Wycke, Queen Saris, and Chynne the Talking Cat with an Attitude could have at least let Piers fully recover from his hangover before shoving him through a portal.

	Fuck. He couldn’t think of portals now when he’d just gotten his stomach settled from the twisty knots that might or might not have sent him rushing to the side of his apartment building. It never happened if the security cameras missed him throwing up in the shrubbery.

	While he missed Wycke, at least Piers hadn’t hurled in front of his lover.

	“Focus,” Chynne snapped from the front pocket of Piers’ jacket, where he’d hidden in frog form after they’d found out that, yes, indeed-y, Piers’ spider phobia rivaled Jess’.

	Good thing Chynne didn’t actually need all eight of those legs.

	They entered the apartment building. Though they’d left Wycke and Saris in the morning, the sun was setting in Asheville. Piers thought really hard about his stomach feeling better, not a moment too soon. Some greasy food smell emanated from somewhere.

	Some powerful sorcerer Piers was. But he did have a familiar or whatever. “Chynne, you’re supposed to be my magical helper, aren’t you?”

	Chynne replied in bored tones, “That’s a simple way to describe a familiar. For simple minds.”

	“Condescending, much?”

	“Oh, you have no idea.”

	Piers rode the elevator to the sixth floor. Wait. The night he’d first met Chynne, the elevator had been out of service, then back in service. Chynne’s work, not the superintendent’s. Huh.

	Chynne, now returned to cat form, was dogging, or rather, catting Piers’ heels. Placing his ear to the front door, Piers listened. No music, no TV. Jess must not be home.

	“Is it the same night as when we left?” Hadn’t Jess texted about staying with a friend? Then again, Wycke rescued Piers after midnight. Damn, and he thought Daylight Saving Time confusing.

	“The next night. It’s wearing to constantly return to the time you left,” Chynne said, in tones that clearly said you should know that. Pushy cat.

	Piers pulled his phone from his pocket to check for messages. Damn it! The battery died during his sojourn in Neverland, so no chance of finding missed messages. Wishing for a full battery accomplished nothing.

	Jess would have Piers’ ass for not checking in. Should he wish for her to be home, or not? Either could have… consequences. Then again, if she weren’t home, he’d have to find her and convince her to come with him. How the fuck was he going to explain? Would a picture of a hellhound do as a visual?

	“Can you recharge my phone battery?” he asked Chynne.

	“Why would I expend valuable energy on something you yourself could easily do?”

	“You mean, I can wish it to be?” That would be so useful.

	“No. I believe attaching the device to a cord thingy is required.”

	“Oh, gee, that’s helpful—not.”

	“Anytime.” Oh, yes. Chynne excelled at smug.

	Slowly, Piers slipped the door open.

	“Jess?” He whispered into the darkness. Chills raced along his spine. The lights had all gone out when the hellhounds chased him. They’d also gone out when Uncle sent Piers running from the apartment.

	Not Uncle. A guard who’d been sent to protect him. Images passed before Piers’ eyes, Uncle’s smiling face, while he settled his bulk on the living room floor to play blocks with Piers. How the man sat at Piers’ bedside, reading to him. Kissed him goodnight. Cooked for him. Celebrated his birth season.

	No, the guard named Lyvianne hadn’t been an uncle. He’d been a father.

	Someone killed Piers’ father and now stalked him. Uncle Lee gave his life for Piers’. Piers wouldn’t surrender his existence lightly. He’d be damned if he’d surrender Jess lightly either.

	Yes, he’d defeat evil—as soon as his head stopped pounding and he convinced himself that, no, he hadn’t gone completely insane. Queens? Wicked princes? Talking cats? Magic portals to other realms? The wriggling snakes in his stomach once again invited doubts about his sobriety to the party. Oh, joys.

	He crept through the kitchen, taking care to watch for Chynne, though cats generally had excellent night vision. Or so he’d heard. Cat, motorcycle, familiar… whatever.

	Piers crawled to his room on his hands and knees. Probably unnecessary, but he hadn’t watched hundreds of late-night thrillers for nothing. A weight landed on his back. “Yaa—” He continued the scream in his mind.

	“Silencing spell,” the weight said. “Useful thing.”

	When he could talk again, Piers hissed, “What are you doing?”

	“I might ask you the same thing.” Must the cat always sound so full of himself?

	“I’m going to go get my mother’s book.” Yes, Piers was the important one here. Might as well remind the furry little tyrant. He’d deal with this whole “I finally found out more about my mother and wish maybe I hadn’t” thing later.

	Chynne tutted. “Something so powerful, and you have to look with your eyes?”

	“Got a better idea?” Piers should have asked before now.

	“You’ve handled the book, yes?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then reach out with your mind. Your magic knows your mother’s grimoire.”

	Piers closed his eyes, imagining rummaging around in his closet. No backpack! “It’s gone!”

	“I don’t feel a magical signature either,” Chynne said. “Nor do I sense a human. I do, however, sense another life form.”

	Piers jumped to his feet.

	Chynne hit the floor with an angry yowl.

	“Sorry! I’m going to check Jess’s room.” Piers scrambled through the living room, trusting the cat to provide backup. Why, he didn’t know. He paused every few seconds, listening. No sounds. Not even the occasional footstep from too-loud neighbors, through too-thin walls.

	There! A faint scratching. Inch by inch, he pushed open the door to Jess’s room. The curtains were fully opened, which Jess never did. Too easy to notice the height with them open. Glowing red eyes stared from the fire escape. Spotted. No use hiding now. “Hellhound!” Piers shrieked, launching himself toward the window. The creature clattered down the metal rungs.

	“Oh, hell no. You’re not getting away, you sonofabitch!” Chynne would have his back, right? Piers dove through the window. And slipped.

	For a moment, time stopped, him hovering suspended in midair above the street. He dropped. “Oof!” said the cushion he fell on.

	He looked up into the startled face of the ogre he’d met in the club bathroom. At least the guy appeared similar. Built like three linebackers smushed into one body. Piers clambered to his feet. “I… I…”

	“Hellhound first, questions later,” the ogre said, stretching his legs and racing along the pavement.

	With no other choice, Piers scrambled after the massive figure who’d broken his fall.

	You’re the most powerful being in two realms. Act your part! he heard in his head. But what could he do? He extended his hand as he’d seen Spider-Man do in the movies, imagining a web shooting from his knuckles.

	“Ahhh!”

	He cautiously crept toward the sound. The scowling ogre lay tangled in a net, drumming his fingers on the pavement.

	“Oops, sorry!”

	The ogre sighed. “Mind giving me a hand? Oh, wait a minute. No. Best not.” He pulled a knife from his pocket and sawed at the strands.

	Chynne caught up. “I cannot interfere with the hellhounds myself. You must get them.”

	“Why can’t you? I thought you could do anything. Are there limits to your magic?” Fine time to say so.

	“No. Treaty of 20,774. The humans signed no such agreement. Now, go!”

	Treaty of what? Piers sprinted down the dark road, the heavy thud of footsteps sounding behind him. If and when they captured the hellhound, maybe Chynne knew what to do next. Piers sure didn’t.

	The ogre caught and passed him. If Piers lived through this, he’d either take up running or learn about these mysterious powers everyone said he possessed. And why an ogre helped him.

	But wait. Always before, when he’d wanted something, really wanted something, wham! Instant gratification. Right now, he wanted the hellhound trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey.

	A whoomph sounded ahead. Light. He needed light! When had it gotten so dark? A brilliant flash nearly blinded him.

	Until he realized he pointed a high-powered flashlight at his face and turned the business end in the right direction. There, on the ground, lay the hellhound on its back, arms to the sides, legs strapped together, on a bed of something golden brown. He sniffed the air. Sage stuffing?

	The ogre popped a handful into his mouth. “Hey, this is good! Can I get the recipe?”

	The hellhound glowered, red eyes baleful, yet didn’t move. Piers stepped closer, braced to run. “Where is Jess?”

	The thing growled.

	Piers put more authority into his voice. Why be a powerful sorcerer and not pull rank? “Where is Jess?”

	The thing growled again.

	“Now you’re pissing me off! I know your kind speak English. I heard you! I said—”

	The ogre stopped chewing long enough to get words out. “He told you that if you’re talking about the colorful female, she’s in a warehouse a few blocks from here.”

	Colorful female? Oh, right. Jess’s many tats. Piers whipped his head toward his unlikely helper. “Can’t hellhounds speak my language?”

	The ogre shrugged. “This one understands, but his vocal cords aren’t developed enough yet to articulate human words. He’s only been coming to this realm for about one hundred years or so, which is why his brothers sent him. If you captured him, he couldn’t spill their secrets.”

	The hellhound snarled something, then spat on the ground.

	No translation needed to understand the sentiment. “He doesn’t think too highly of his brothers, does he?”

	This time, Piers nearly made out words in the hellhound’s snarling.

	The ogre paused enjoying his stuffing feast. “No. He says they’re assholes.”

	If only Wycke were here. No, Piers could act on his own. He’d love to be at the warehouse: him, Chynne, and the ogre. Nothing happened. Oh well. Running, yes, he’d definitely start running in the near future.

	He jogged down the street, the ogre falling into step beside him.

	“I appreciate your help,” Piers said, “but why are you helping me?”

	“You’re welcome. I never cared for hellhounds much. Besides, I’ve been keeping a watch over you. Have been for a while.”

	Piers ground to a halt. “What? Why?”

	“I saw you a few seasons ago, didn’t know what you were, just knew you weren’t a typical human from these parts. So, I watched out for you.” The ogre rolled his massive shoulders, the joints cracking. “Not much to do in this realm. I got bored.” He prodded Piers with a hand three times the size of Piers’. “Warehouse? Save your friend?”

	Piers coaxed his feet into moving again. “What’s your name?”

	“George.”

	“Really? George? Kind of a human name, don’t you think?”

	“Prejudiced much?” George grumbled. “Pieravor certainly isn’t a name used here in the human realm, and you don’t see me judging. Yeah, I finally figured out who you are.”

	Piers didn’t have the wind in his lungs to reply. Chynne caught up to them. “I dispatched the hellhound back to the magical realm.”

	George spoke the words tumbling around in Piers’ head. “Doesn’t that violate the treaty?”

	“Not at all. I convinced him he needed to visit his mother. He went on his own. I just sped the process. I’d imagine she’s getting an earful about his brothers at this very moment.”

	“Think you can get us to the wareho— ahhhh!” Piers fell, face first in a puddle. The next thing he knew, he stood beside George, water slogging off his face and down his body underneath his jacket. George’s enormous fingers were still wrapped around his biceps. 

	“Oopsie,” Chynne said with a self-satisfied grin.

	“Hey! Aren’t you supposed to be helping me?” Piers snapped.

	“You wanted to be at the warehouse. Here we are.” Chynne flourished a paw.

	Piers whirled, coming face-to-door with a dilapidated building he’d have destroyed long before now. One good sneeze ought to do the trick. “What now?”

	“There are three hellhounds in there,” George said, scratching his bald head.

	Chynne paused his personal grooming. “One for each of us, if not for the treaty.”

	“Wonderful, I wanted two.” George brightened, lacing his fingers backward until the knuckles cracked. “Two are always more fun than one.”

	Piers made a mental note never to ask about George’s love life. “Chynne,” he whispered. “Can we trust George?”

	“Can I trust you, a sorcerer with more power than brains?” One of Chynne’s eyebrows lifted. “After all, Finnegan the Foolish exploded an entire kingdom while trying to clean the privy with his untested magic.”

	“What kingdom?” Did Piers really want to know?

	“Exactly. What kingdom?” Chynne gave Piers a pointed glare.

	“What? Oh, I get it.”

	“Yes, ladies and gentlemen, he can be taught.” Chynne asked again, “So can I trust you?”

	“Point taken.”

	“I hate hellhounds,” George interjected.

	Chynne waved a hand toward George. “There you go. Don’t you humans have a saying about the enemy of an enemy being your friend?”

	Not reassuring, or an answer. Piers raised his voice to include the ogre. “Anybody got a plan?”

	George slammed a fist against a loading bay door, grabbing Piers out of the way just in time. The entire building’s face crumbled to the ground in a shower of dust and bricks. “Door’s open,” George said. “We might as well go in.”

	A dust-colored cat hacked dirt. “How about a little warning next time?”

	“Oh, sorry.” George showed not the slightest bit of remorse. “Got the light handy?”

	Piers handed over the flashlight. The ogre took the lead, shining the beam into the building.

	“There is an easier way, you know,” Chynne said.

	“How? Some kind of glowy ball thingy conjured by magic?”

	Chynne filled his words with drama. “No, something even more amazing.”

	“What?”

	“It’s called a light switch.”

	“Won’t the light let them know we’re here?”

	Chynne’s rolling eyes shone, even in the dark, turning his gaze to the collapsed portion of the building. “Do you think they haven’t noticed?”

	“Good point.” Piers felt around on the wall, finally locating and flipping a switch. “Yaaaahh!” He jumped back from the most enormous damned spider he’d ever seen, sitting right by his hand.

	The spider dropped to the floor, quickly morphing into a cat, laughing its feline head off. “Sorry, you humans are too easy.”

	What the fuck? Piers pressed a hand to his thundering heart. “Don’t do that again. Ever.” At least the spider’s leg appeared to have grown back.

	“No promises.” Chynne showed far too many pointy teeth in his grin.

	“Earlier, when those things chased me, all the lights went out. Why do they work now?”

	“They only extinguish lights while they hunt.”

	“That’s reassuring.” Reassuring? What the hell was Piers thinking. “Why can’t we use magic to get Jess back?”

	“Don’t you think it’s a little late to ask?”

	Well, yeah. “Can we?”

	“No. First, it’ll be nearly impossible to work a spell without a direct line of sight on your target with your lack of training. Treaties my drunken ancestor signed means I can’t intervene magically,” Chynne grumbled. “Secondly, what if we hurt your friend?”

	Later. Piers would ask later what happened if he violated a treaty. If he got his hands on the hellhounds who’d taken Jess, he’d… he’d…well, break quite a few treaties, for starters.

	“Back here,” George called.

	Chynne padded toward George while Piers passed him at a trot, realizing too late the pat, pat, pat of his tennis shoes on the concrete floor might as well have been a gong. No stealthy approach here.

	Not that George left the possibility open, with his tearing off the front of the building.

	The ogre stopped Piers with a hand to his arm. “Listen.”

	Soft murmuring came from behind a door. Sounded similar to the guys who’d chased Piers, with a bit of a nasal tone. Must be the pig noses.

	“Allow me.” Chynne waved a paw in the air. The door disappeared.

	Three big brutes stood in the middle of the room, clustered around a spindly wooden chair.

	Duct-taped to the chair sat a wide-eyed Jess.
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	Wycke and Saris followed Chynne’s portal into Saris’s old childhood schoolroom. With no royal heirs in residence, they stood little chance of discovery in the children's wing in the castle.

	Weak gray light shone through the single high window, though “shone through” overstated the reality. Minimal illumination filtered through the gloom to lighten the dust motes performing endless pirouettes in the stuffy air.

	The stained-glass image of what might once have been a child playing with a dog lay in multicolored shards on the floor, smashed from the outside.

	Wycke's breath hung in the air before his face. As much as he complained about Dhugach’s warmth, he’d gladly trade the icy air for something balmy. Brrr… He pulled his human-realm leather jacket tighter, surreptitiously watching Saris out of the corner of his eye while she adjusted her cloak to better shield from the cold.

	A bittersweet smile crossed her face. “I spent so much time in this room, learning my letters.” Her voice echoed against the stone walls. She lifted a tome from the tutor's desk and blew off a layer of dust. “The Maiden and the Mirror. I remember this one.” She raised her voice, mimicking someone else, possibly the tutor. “The moral of the story? Don't be vain.” Setting the book down, she straightened her spine and gave one more look around the abandoned classroom. With a wistful sigh, she joined Wycke by the door.

	He didn't draw attention to the shimmer in her eyes, reaching out and pulling her close. Saris rested her head against his chest for a moment. “My life was so perfect, with my father a king, and a mother who doted on me. Life can be so cruel.” She wiped her damp cheek with the back of her hand. “Let's not waste time, hmm? Who knows when we might be found?” Her words didn’t sound nearly as casual as probably intended.

	A fist closed on Wycke’s heart. That doting mother gave her life to bring Wycke into the world. Though Saris never blamed him, she didn’t need to. He’d heaped enough guilt onto himself over his lifetime.

	Before finding out the truth: Piers’ mother had murdered Wycke’s. Sometime, in the near future, he’d have to process the implications.

	He tried two doors before finding the right one for his old room. With any luck, no one had found his hiding place. Wycke knelt, running his fingers over the stones.

	“Wycke? What are you doing?” Saris asked from the doorway.

	“Getting something that belongs to me.” A-ha! He pulled a scabbard from beneath the floorboards and removed a gleaming sword. The leather appeared as supple as the day Wycke last touched his gift, the blade sharp thanks to ancient magic. “My guard gave this to me. Said when I was older, he’d teach me to use it.”

	He stood, strapping the scabbard over his shoulder, the way his guard used to. Pausing for a moment, he closed his eyes, remembering the man who’d kept watch over him and taught him to play a game similar to human realm chess. Gone now. For what? Someone else’s greed.

	Wycke had stood by helplessly while the enemy soldier ran his dearest friend through, had watched the eyes that used to twinkle in merriment dull in pain before closing for the last time.

	No. Wycke didn’t remember the day the castle fell. No memories at all. He gave a hard sniff. May Saris be as blind to his unshed tears as he’d been to hers.

	Saris asked no more questions when Wycke exited the room. They resumed their trek toward the main stairs.

	He trod down a deserted hallway on the balls of his feet, keeping quiet. Their footprints in the dust gave them away, but using too much magic to hide their passing would be even more so. Keeping to the side of the staircase, they trundled down the stairs toward the king and queen’s living quarters. Saris paused on the second-floor landing, gazing down the hallway toward the rooms their mother once occupied. Or so Wycke imagined.

	Wordlessly, Saris resumed her purposeful march, falling into step behind Wycke once more.

	Even here on the main level, the dust stood thick on the floors, the prints left behind clear. Smaller than Wycke’s, so not Radre's. He vaguely recalled rugs, tapestries, silver candelabras, and a statue of a very stern-looking man who’d always made Wycke's young self feel watched.

	Now bare stone showed instead of tapestries, everything of value stripped away—including the nauseating bust. Had someone wanted the hideous hunk of carved stone? He'd have paid them to take the damned ugly thing.

	Where were the servants? “Saris, am I misremembering, or has the place always looked ransacked and deserted?”

	Saris peered around them. “No, it hasn't. When we lived here, the castle stayed immaculate. You couldn't take two steps without meeting someone, especially this close to the great hall.” She paused by a window, shaking a moth-eaten drape with one hand, coughing when the air filled with dust. “Looks like no one's lived here in ages. I never saw the place with fewer than one hundred courtiers. I've no idea how many servants. I knew the names of at least fifty. Not counting guards and Father's ministers.”

	Wycke peered into the massive room where he'd last seen his father. He remembered the family's banners, then those of the conquering king. Now the walls were bare, broken remnants of tables stacked in a jumble to one side of the room. He'd been a frightened child when he’d last been here, who'd just watched his favorite guard die. The courtiers who'd bowed for his father's favor had eyed him, some with pity, some with glee.

	His entire world had righted itself when Saris had appeared, Sir Broderick at her side.

	A lifetime ago. Maybe High King Broen meant his prohibition against visiting as a kindness. Wycke strode to the center of the once-elegant room, staring at a blank wall where the portrait of their mother once hung; it hung now in Saris’s rooms, the only way he’d ever seen Queen Elsinore Bertillian, regal, with a smile playing over her lips.

	He hadn’t killed her.

	Wycke shook himself out of his reverie. Time enough later for maudlin thoughts. He stalked past other blank spots where images of his ancestors used to look down their haughty noses. “What has Radre been doing with his time?” His voice sounded hollow, far too loud for this bare cavern of a room.

	“More importantly, what has he been doing with the coin Broen allowed to help him rebuild after the war?” Saris glared, a familiar crease forming between her brows.

	Wycke had often walked, or rather, run through this room, hiding behind his father's throne from his keepers. Resplendent tapestries once hung on the far wall. His tutor taught him his family's history by showing woven images of days gone by.

	The entire room now reeked from disuse. The fireplaces lay cold. Frost sheened the windows. Saris joined Wycke in gazing out over the city of burned-out dwellings. Not a single gargoyle remained on the roof on this side of the castle.

	He remembered fairies flitting about, iridescent wings shining in the sunlight, their tittering laughter. They'd always seemed to be laughing. His former guard loved an elf, took Wycke to meet her. Had she survived the battles? Fled with the other elves into the high reaches or another realm?

	“Wha… what happened to the people?” Saris asked. “Didn't they rebuild? They couldn't all be dead.”

	“Those who could, fled seasons ago,” came a voice from behind them. They both spun, Wycke pulling his sword while readying to cast a defensive spell.

	A middle-aged woman stood at the door, gray streaking the auburn hair she’d pulled back into a bun. She wore a plain brown dress and brown boots.

	“Ella?” Saris’s shock turned to delight and back to shock. “What happened here?”

	“A war and your brother happened, Your Majesty. Departing soldiers ransacked the castle after the last battle, and the surviving courtiers returned to their own estates. The common folk don’t come here.” The woman Saris knew spat upon the floor, then flushed a deep burgundy. “My apologies. We don't practice manners in these parts anymore.”

	“It's not Your Majesty. I'm Saris.” Saris turned to Wycke. “Wycke, you may not remember, but this is Ella. She worked in the kitchens.”

	Ella’s bland expression shifted into confusion. “Wycke? You were just a tiny thing when last I saw you.”

	Wycke gave a courtly bow. He straightened, sheathing his sword and calming his magic. Good thing he hadn't needed a spell—he'd likely have brought the whole pile of stones down on their heads.

	Ella addressed Saris again. “Highness. I mean, Your Majesty. This place isn’t safe for you. You must go.”

	Saris planted her hands on her hips. “Since when do you address me as anything but Saris or Scamp?”

	Saris? Scamp? Never!

	“Possibly since you became the high king's consort.”

	“I'm still Saris.” Saris darted across the floor and wrapped her arms around Ella, who stiffened before relaxing. A smile slowly lifted her weary features. Her dress appeared clean but worn. She wore no mantle or cloak so hadn't come in from outside.

	“Do you live in the castle?” Wycke asked.

	Ella bobbed her graying head. “Yes, Prince Wycke. Some former servants live below stairs. The demon king never comes there.” Once more, her face flushed. “Begging your pardon, him being your brother and all.”

	“Your description is accurate.” Wycke likely wouldn’t take offense no matter what this woman called his brother. Have at the insults—Wycke would gladly join in.

	Saris shot Wycke a glare fiery enough to light the cold fireplaces. “He's still our brother.”

	“Speak for yourself,” Wycke mumbled under his breath.

	Ella encased Saris’s smooth fingers in her wrinkled, work-worn hands. “Oh, how I've worried for you, Princess, all this time. No one hardly ever brings news of Dhugach here. You were but a slip of a girl when you left.”

	Saris pulled back. “How many citizens are left?”

	“Not many. Most townsfolk moved away right after the last battle, those who lived. The ones who stayed are forbidden to leave, and travelers give us a wide berth. It’s rumored that hellhounds live in the woods. Some of the staff stayed here at the castle. We had no place else to go.” Ella stared down at the floor. “Lately, things have gotten worse. Much, much worse. People are disappearing. Come spring, when the mountain passes reopen, even Radre won’t be able to stop news of what’s happened here from reaching King Broen’s ear.”

	A wrinkle formed between Saris’s brows. “But King Broen receives messages from the advisors he sent here. They’ve never mentioned anything being amiss.”

	“They disappeared some time ago. If the king receives messages, they’re not from his advisors.”

	Wycke had seen no direct danger yet, though unease twisted his insides, a feeling of not right. But, if trouble existed, they needed to go.

	Ella regarded Wycke with cloudy blue eyes. “I've barely enough magic to start a fire, yet I can feel yours, Prince Wycke. As you didn't arrive announced with a retinue of attendants, and the mountain passes are currently closed by snow, I know you're not here as Radre's guests.”

	This woman felt his magic? Even with the wristband? Not good. Wycke shook his head. “No, we're not. Is he even here?”

	Ella closed her eyes one long moment before opening them again. “I cannot feel his presence, but a cloud of evil hangs over the tower, which could block my senses.”

	“The tower?” Saris’s brow lifted. “He never went to the tower when we were younger. He'd always been afraid of Lady Ny—”

	Ella threw up a staying hand, shifting frightened eyes back and forth. “Please. Don't speak her name.”

	“What more can you tell us? We're… worried about our brother.” Close enough to the truth, though the words tasted sour in Wycke's mouth.

	Their unwitting spy lowered her voice. “Whenever he is in residence, he stays in the tower. He seldom comes to this level. No dinner parties, no riding around the grounds as your father did. I don't know how he gets fed. He certainly never comes to the kitchen, though he must know we're there.”

	“We need to see the tower, Ella,” Saris said, voice as earnest as Wycke had ever heard. “There's a secret door leading to the ground floor, but I don't remember where.”

	Judging by Saris’s wince, Ella gripped her hands a bit too hard. “You don't want to go there. Please, Ma… Saris. I'm begging you. Stay far away.”

	Saris kept her voice soft, a reminder of how she used to speak when child Wycke woke from nightmares. “We must know what Radre is about. He's not been himself lately. We're very concerned.”

	“Well, if you're sure.” Ella released Saris’s hand, scrubbing the toe of her boot over the floor. The worn leather left an arc in the dust. “Prince Wycke, can you ensure we're safe with your magic?”

	No need to make her worry. Wycke worried enough for them all. He’d contemplate how she knew of his magic later. Checking his wrist assured him he still wore the band. Of late, his power had grown beyond what the band could contain. Still, best not to announce, “Hey, powerful sorcerer here!” Especially when he didn’t know how to properly use the tools at his disposal.

	He drew his sword again. “If you won't go with us, show us how to get there. Tell no one you saw us.”

	“As if!” Ella sniffed. “I’ve served house Bertillian most of my life. I will serve Bertillians to my dying day.”

	“What of Radre?” He was a Bertillian too.

	“He brought shame to this house.” Ella lifted her skirts, turning toward the hallway. “Come with me.”

	Wycke vaguely remembered the tower as a place he never wanted to be, though a friend once dared him to climb three steps. Where were his friends now, the names of whom he no longer remembered? Since leaving this place, he'd not thought of them, too busy trying to survive his new reality by not looking back on what he'd lost.

	They strode down a long corridor, turned left, then right. Without Ella, he'd never find the way. Not that he fully trusted her, but if Saris cared for this woman, Wycke would tamp down his suspicions.

	For now.

	Ella spoke quietly with Saris while Wycke followed behind, taking great care to muffle his footsteps on the stone floor.

	No life in these halls. No people but them, no mousers roaming in search of mice. No mice, even. Tendrils of dread seeped into Wycke’s mind, sliding down his spine in icy chills. His mother died in this ancient pile of stone. His father. Many other Bertillians.

	He’d no plans to join their ranks this day.

	They finally entered a part of the castle even more rundown than where they'd been. Dust hung thick in the air and on every surface. Thick spider webs shrouded the corners, bringing to mind burial garments. Their guide headed with sure footsteps through an opened door. Across the room, a faint light glowed on the wall. Wycke stepped forward.

	“What, Wycke?” Saris asked.

	“Magic.”

	Ella nodded. “It's the door.”

	Wycke studied the faintly glowing lines, barely visible at the edges of his sight. “It's warded.”

	Ella waved a hand. The glowing faded. Wycke and Saris both stared at her. “What? I'm a servant. I need to get into all parts of the castle. No one thinks to remove a servant's access to the wards. I'm far beneath your brother’s notice, I assure you.” She placed her hand against the wall, up, down, side to side, as though building a portal. The section of the wall slid back, revealing a narrow staircase. Unlike the rest of the castle, these stairs bore no dust.

	“Does he use this a lot?” Saris asked, peering inside.

	“No,” Ella replied. “This is the oldest part of the castle. Several sorcerers worked on its creation. As a result, these stairs will never wear, never need cleaning.”

	Wycke let out a whistle.

	“That's a lot of magic for a set of steps,” Saris commented dryly.

	“When you have the well-spring at your feet, you use all available. The sorcerers who created the original parts of the castle all lost their minds.” Ella’s lips curved into a bitter smile. “They were killed back in my grandfather’s grandfather’s time.”

	Saris exchanged a troubled gaze with Wycke. So much magic, too much for a human to endure for long. Had magical overload happened to Radre? If he used Lady Nyanda's tower, he probably tinkered with arcane forces far beyond his capabilities.

	“Your brother showed very little magical abilities as a child. They built slowly over the seasons. Then, two winters ago, he began locking himself in the tower. A maid once heard him mumbling about finding a peer or something. But how can he find a peer if he never leaves the tower?”

	Not a peer. Pieravor.

	Once more, Wycke exchanged a glance with his sister. He lifted his hand, conjuring a mage light that thankfully didn't result in a fireball. “Stay behind me.” Wycke shook his head at Saris’s eye roll, lifting his sword while shouldering past the women. “I’m the one with the sword, remember?”

	“If you will excuse me. I cannot bear to go near those rooms,” Ella said.

	“Certainly.” Saris hugged her. “We appreciate all you've done.”

	Wycke turned to see Saris plant a kiss on Ella’s brow. The woman murmured, then her footsteps led away. She closed the door behind her.

	“Shall we?” Saris asked, putting on a brave face.

	Wycke turned back to the business at hand. The stairs went on forever, an endless loop of steps, slowly leading to their destination if they led anywhere. After seemingly climbing for hours, thigh muscles screaming, he finally reached the end and stopped, extinguishing his light. The walls glowed a soft green, likely more of the builders' magic infused into the stones.

	More than one voice filtered through the door at the top of the stairs.

	“Did Ella say whether or not Radre ever had visitors?” he whispered.

	Saris nodded. “Unsavory beings.”

	Not good. “What kind of unsavory beings?” Did Wycke really want to know?

	“Mages, some of the less-reputable elves, and…” Saris took a hard swallow before adding, “Hellhounds.”

	The pit of Wycke's stomach sank. “What does he want with hellhounds? They're an unstable lot.” Had Radre been the one to turn them on Piers? Where was Piers now? Had he retrieved the grimoire? Found his friend? Mainly, was he safe? Wycke reached out with his senses toward his mate but only felt a faint spark. Still, Piers lived and wasn’t crying out for help like he had before.

	If one died, so might the other. Leaving Saris alone.

	Wycke dared not open the door. The murmurings stayed just below his comprehension. He recalled a device he'd seen on TV while in the human realm. Something called a bug.

	A beetle appeared on the wall. Saris jumped. Wycke prevented her scream with a hand over her mouth. The bug said, in Radre's voice, “My hellhounds have a human female. He'll come for her. Then we'll get what we need.”

	Another voice asked, “What about the boy?”

	Through the bug, Radre's voice chuckled. “Once I get what I want from him, there won't be anything left. Conjure the portal to the human realm.”

	There won’t be anything left.

	Piers!
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	Piers stopped. If he was some all-powerful wizard or whatever, why couldn’t he blast these bastards with laser vision or something?

	Jess hollered, “Piers, run! Whatever they’re asking for, don’t give it to them.”

	Good question. “Umm… What are you guys asking for?”

	The three muscle-bound kidnappers ping-ponged their gazes from one pug face to the other. The two smaller hellhounds shrugged. Finally, the tallest one spoke. “Make us a better offer than the guy who hired us, and we’ll let the girl go.” While Piers understood the language, the accent came across garbled, hampered by vicious-looking tusks.

	“And what did the guy offer you?” Better yet, who was the guy?

	The second hellhound spoke. “Said he’d kill us if we didn’t bring you to him. And that bag.” He nodded to Piers’ backpack, lying underneath Jess’s sneeze-and-you’ll-break-it straight-backed chair. Duct tape? They’d actually tied her with duct tape?

	They’d better not be here when she got loose. She’d be howling mad about sticky tape threatening her skin, and therefore, her art.

	Don’t mess with her art.

	Piers cocked his head to the side. “So, if I don’t kill you, I’m making a better offer, right?”

	The three put their heads together. Piers thought he heard, “He’s got us there,” but wasn’t sure.

	“Psst…” Chynne jerked his head sharply toward Jess.

	“What?” Yes, Piers saw Jess. Hard to miss a woman with puffy turquoise hair. Her T-shirt displayed her colorful sleeve tattoos, one of which happened to be a large black dog with glowing red eyes.

	These three in no way resembled dogs. Dogs were much smarter.

	Chynne repeated the gesture.

	The three hellhounds stood in a huddle, speaking a language Piers didn’t understand, leaving Jess…

	Alone.

	Piers took a step forward. And another. And another.

	Chynne rolled his eyes, flicking sparks from a paw.

	Oh, yeah. Right. Magic. Piers wanted Jess free. Really wanted her free. He wanted her free so badly spots formed in front of his eyes—until he remembered to breathe. Nothing.

	George stalked over, lifted Jess, chair and all, brought her back, and sat her down next to Piers. The duct tape fell away without ripping off the skin. About damned time.

	Jess flung herself into Piers’ arms. “Oh, thank God. I was so fucking scared.” She didn’t seem to notice the self-removing duct tape.

	“Did they hurt you? Threaten you?” He looked her over as best he could while being smothered by a human boa constrictor. Breathe! I need to breathe!

	“No. They’re so stupid I thought they’d kill me by mistake. The short one carried me over his shoulder.” Jess jerked her head in the direction of the hellhounds, easing her grip enough for Piers to inhale. “Must’ve hit my head on every doorframe we passed through.”

	“Hey!” one of the hellhounds shouted.

	“Get them!” yelled another. “Who’re you calling short?” Yeah. At only seven feet or so, definitely the runt of the litter.

	Then again, Jess saw only humans.

	“Piers, we should run now. There’s no time to open a portal.” Chynne swished his tail back and forth, growling low in this throat.

	“Where to?” Could they go anywhere these guys couldn’t find them?

	“I don’t care, just grab the bag and run!” Chynne swiped a paw in Piers’ direction.

	A blast of wind blew him back at least ten feet, along with Jess. The backpack slammed against his chest. George hadn’t moved. “C’mon, Jess.” Piers struggled into the backpack straps, grabbed Jess’s hand, and bolted. Let the cat and the ogre deal with the big bads. Out of the building, down the deserted street, around the corner. Could Piers hide from a hellhound nose?

	People. They needed people. The hounds wouldn’t attack with an audience who’d see them only as humans and call the cops, would they? But where was anyone?

	“The park,” Jess shouted, taking the lead and dragging Piers along. His pounding footsteps sounded too loud in his ears. How were they not a hellhound snack by now? Chynne must have some powerful mojo.

	If it didn’t violate the treaty.

	Panting sounded behind them. Oh, crap! Piers chanced a glance over his shoulder. George’s heavy footfalls pounded the sidewalk, catching up fast. “Move your asses!” he bellowed. He grabbed Jess in a bridal carry off her Doc Martins without pausing, passing Piers in a flurry of thumping feet.

	“Let me down!” Jess shrieked.

	On panted breaths, Piers yelled, “He’s a friend. He’s helping. Don’t fight it.” No time now to explain. She’d been kidnapped, and those boots didn’t look too comfortable for running. Besides, George ran damned fast.

	“Yoooowwwlll,” came the cry of a pissed-off cat. Piers couldn’t afford to look, so he kept going. Some part of him knew Chynne now kept pace. A feeling. Weird. They ran past a deserted playground. A few yoga-pants-wearing women jogged around the walking trail.

	Promising. Every last one of them probably carried pepper spray to jog at night. One by one, the street lights went out. “What the hell?” a woman exclaimed.

	Crap. The hellhounds must be close. Piers put on a burst of speed, closing distance with George.

	“Can’t do magic here,” Chynne panted, “too many nonmagicals.”

	Piers couldn’t see in the dark and didn’t try to call on his magic. George’s grunting gave him a direction to follow.

	The footsteps stopped. “Oof!” He slammed into a body—a big warm body. “Why’d you stop, George?” Then Piers saw. Red eyes emerged from the darkness, hellhounds hemming them in. Please let the joggers have gotten to safety. Maybe coming around people had been a terrible idea.

	Then again, a pissed-off jogger might totally kick the ass of the creature who dared interfere with her workout.

	As Piers’ eyes adjusted, the hellhounds came fully into sight. George sat Jess down. By unspoken agreement, the four of them formed a circle, standing back-to-back: George, Jess, Piers, and Chynne.

	“What can we do, oh wise talking cat?” Piers asked.

	George moved, the rest going with him.

	“I believe, oh powerful sorcerer, that we’re being herded,” the talking cat answered.

	“Piers?” Jess asked. “Still talking to the cat?”

	Piers ignored her for now. No time to explain. She’d only ask questions no one had time to answer.

	And suggest a good psychologist.

	“There’s a building over there. If we get inside, can you make a portal?” Piers had to be tripping balls. Hellhounds? Ogres? Talking cats? He pinched himself. Yup, still awake. Somewhere in life, he’d taken a wrong turn and left the real world far behind.

	“Possibly. I’ll occupy them as long as I can. Now run!” Chynne turned back toward the hellhounds.

	Didn’t have to tell Piers twice. He took off with George and Jess, out of the park and across the road. The building showed no outward indication of occupation or signs, but Piers spotted a faint glow within. He arrived first and tried the door. “Locked.”

	George didn’t even slow down, slamming into the door, then stepping on its fallen remains.

	“Hey, how are we gonna shut the door now?” Jess cried.

	“Doors don’t stop hellhounds,” George replied, voice a bit too calm for the situation, in Piers’ opinion.

	“Hellhounds? What? Is that the name of their gang?” Jess followed George into the darkness.

	Chynne shot past. “We don’t have long. Give me some time.” He raised a paw and began chanting.

	“Stop him!” Crap! A hellhound! Piers barely jumped back in time to keep from getting hellhounded.

	A dark shape flitted by. Chynne shrieked and rolled sideways, coming up hissing. Something hit Piers full-on. He stumbled, backpack flying. Fuck!

	Overhead, lights snapped on. The hellhounds were in full view for a moment, closing in on them.

	The scene shifted, going opaque, turning brown, then brightening. A puff of yellow smoke billowed from the floor, growing larger, denser, hiding the hellhounds from view. Piers coughed. Damn. How horrid. What the fuck?

	“Sulphur.” Jess gagged beside him, hidden from view in the cloud. “Who farted, and what were they eating? Damn, dude.”

	Piers grabbed her hand.

	“Oh, shit,” he heard George say from somewhere to his left.

	The smoke thickened, making running impossible.

	Gradually the smoke dissipated. “Oh, shit is right!” Chynne agreed. Standing before them, fury in its flashing red eyes, stood a hellhound roughly the size of two of the others, dressed in what appeared to be a bed sheet.

	“On a positive note, we’re four against four,” George observed.

	The hellhound whirled, turning its back on Piers. The massive beast gave three sharp barks. Over in the corner, another hellhound appeared, brushing something from its shoulder, a human-like sheepish look on its face.

	The scent of sage hit Piers’ nose. Stuffing?

	The largest hellhound screeched. Piers released Jess’s hand to slap his own over his ears. None of the other hounds said a thing, shrinking in on themselves. He slipped to the side with Jess, peering around the creature.

	“What the hell is going on?” Jess wailed.

	Chynne slithered over. “Allow me.” He waved a paw in Jess’s direction. “Good evening, fair maiden. I am Chynne.”

	Jess stared at Chynne, at Piers, then back at Chynne. “But… but! Eeeiiiiii!” She climbed Piers like a tree.

	“Ooof! Jess, ease off. You’re choking me.”

	“But… a… a talking cat.”

	“I told you, remember?”

	“I thought you were messing with me because I drank too much.”

	“A-hem,” Chynne said. “Can we please focus our attention on the matter at hand?”

	Jess turned and screamed again, once more cutting off Piers’ air. “What the fuck are those things?”

	“Trust me. You don’t wanna know.” Piers stared at the five hellhounds. The smaller four cast their eyes downward, mumbling something in unison. Pop! The first one disappeared. Pop! Pop! Pop!  The others followed.

	“Hey! Where’re those bastards going?” Not that Piers missed them, but he wanted to stay informed.

	The remaining hellhound skewered him with its red-eyed glower and barked.

	Chynne said, “This nice matron, whose name you could never pronounce, wishes to apologize for her sons’ behavior and begs your forgiveness. They will be punished. As an aside, she’d also like you to know they are not bastards. She’d properly mated all four of their fathers at the time of their births.”

	At the hellhound’s snort, Chynne added, “She didn’t eat them until later.” With another boil of yellow smoke, the massive hellhound vanished.

	A Jess-shaped starfish wrapped around Piers tighter than duct tape. He squirmed, trying to loosen her hold. “Jess! Let go!”

	“No!”

	Piers turned pleading eyes on George. “Here. Hold this.” He dropped his burden into George’s arms and darted toward the backpack he’d somehow dropped, landing on his knees on the floor.

	“Oh, my God!” Jess screamed from somewhere behind him. Oh, right. She’d not properly met George in all his green glory.

	Piers shoved his hand into the bag. Oh, please, please, please! Yes! He held the book aloft. “It’s here! It’s still here!” What a relief!

	The lights went out. Something coiled around him, squeezing to give Jess a run for her money.

	Nothing. “Jess? George? Chynne?” The light returned. He whirled around. Four blue-robed figures stood side by side, Jess, George, and Chynne at their feet, eyes closed.  Piers’ heart pounded. What now? Better-dressed hellhounds?

	A white-haired man stepped forward, bearing a strong resemblance to Wycke, except for the “arrogant asshole” thing he had going on. He held out his hand toward the book. “I’ll take that.”
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	The man approached, wearing the entire table linens section from Wayfair. “I said, I’ll take that.”

	The older, snarling version of Wycke grabbed at the grimoire in Piers’ hands and yelped. Piers managed to hold onto the book. “Damnation! I forgot warding against those Bertillian spawn!” The man whirled, white plaits sailing, nearly smacking Piers in the face. “Never mind,” he growled to the robed figures, “bring him and the book.”

	“What about the others?” The voice sounded female, but the hooded robe hid the speaker.

	“Kill them.”

	Why did this guy have to imitate B-movie villains? Why did they always have to kill the people they didn’t need? It wasn’t like Jess and George were a problem.

	Not much of one, anyway.

	“No!” Piers snapped.

	The movie-wizard wannabe spun around, this time smacking himself in the face with the braids, which totally ruined the image he probably intended. Hard to take someone seriously while they were spitting hair out of their mouth. “What did you say? Did you dare speak to me?” Fire blazed in the man’s yellow eyes. He spat out more hair.

	Piers took a deep breath. Uncle Lee told him never to let his fear show to an enemy and kick them in the crotch if given half a chance. “Yes,” he said, managing to keep the waver out of his voice. Uncle Lee would be so proud. “I’ll go quietly if you’ll let them go.”

	“You’ll go quietly anyway.” The man sneered. What an asshole. If Piers knew how to use his magic, he’d… he’d… Well, do something.

	Instead, he stared at Jess and George, quiet on the floor. Wait! Where was Chynne? Was this asshole Wycke and Saris’s older brother? If so, the parents saved the best for last. “Who are you?” Say the words, you bastard.

	An evil grin crossed the asshole’s face, momentarily reminding Piers of Wycke in a cocky moment. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

	Piers folded his arms over his chest, holding the book close.

	A voice spoke from the recesses of the room. “Last week, he didn’t believe in elves, fairies, ogres, other realms, or magic. You’d be surprised what he might believe now.”

	That voice! That wonderful voice! Wycke! Coming from… on high? Piers’ heart gave a leap. He rolled his eyes upward. Darkness above. Still, he’d know those lovely tenor tones anywhere.

	“Wicked!” the man snapped, holding out his arms. “Come to me.”

	A wash of power rushed past Piers.

	The smile momentarily left the asshat’s face. “You can’t stand up to me.”

	From the darkness came, “Wanna bet?”

	With a faint rustling, something landed with a thump. The gloom parted. Wycke appeared, down on one knee, hand flat on the floor. He winked at Piers. “Superhero landing. Impressed?”

	Wycke stood to his full height. “Piers, I would say I wished you’d met in better circumstances, but truth be told, I hoped you’d never have to meet the skeleton in the family closet. You won’t hold my asshole brother against me, will you?”

	“This… this is your brother?” Until then, Piers had grasped at straws that maybe this was a cousin four-times-removed or something. Kinda made him rethink his whole only-child situation.

	Wycke raised his voice. “Why not come down and join the family reunion?”

	“I prefer watching from here!” came another voice from above.

	With a snap of Wycke’s fingers, Queen Saris floated down from wherever she’d been hiding. Impressive. Unless Wycke had actually intended something else to happen.

	“Piers, meet my brother, King Radre Bertillian of Myrgren, king of both Myrgren and assholes.” Wycke gave a wolfish smile.

	The king backed up. “You… you can’t do this! You have no magic.”

	“And neither did you, brother dear. What did you do? Make a deal with what humans call a devil? Tell me, Radre. Which devil did you make a deal with?”

	Piers took a step, then another, inching his way closer to Jess and George. He wished for them to be away from here. Now. An image of the coffee shop near the club came to mind. Jess and George disappeared. Piers would worry about where they went later. Anyplace beat here.

	Chynne slunk from the shadows, rubbing against Radre’s ankles. King Whatever’s terror turned to a superior smirk. “Ah, I see you know which side to pick, little familiar.”

	Which side to pick? Didn’t Chynne belong with Piers?

	“You little traitor!” Wycke shrieked.

	Trust me, Piers heard in his head. He put out a hand to restrain Wycke.

	One blue-robed figure elbowed the next, nodding toward the now-empty space where George and Jess had lain. So, someone noticed. And didn’t bother clueing in their boss.

	“Enough of this!” Radre roared.

	“For once, I agree with you, brother.” Wycke assumed an en garde pose, hands raised. Radre flicked a finger. Chynne waved a paw.

	Whatever spell Radre cast hit a barrier, exploding into a shower of sparks. “Radre,” Wycke said, “let’s not be hasty.”

	“How dare you stop me!” the king bellowed like a wounded… well, something.

	Chynne remained perfectly calm. “Remember your plan, Your Majesty. If you kill your brother now, you can’t use him later.” Somehow, with the proper inflection, Chynne managed to turn “Your Majesty” into an insult.

	“Use me?” Wycke shot a fireball at Radre. Amazing! Could Piers throw fireballs too?

	Or was Chynne the one magicking?

	Radre ducked, rebounded with a fireball of his own.

	Piers glanced down. Chynne wriggled two toes in a walking gesture. Right. The robed figures stood off to the side, immobile, either unwilling or unable to move.

	“What about him?” Piers mouthed with a nod to Wycke.

	Chynne made a shooing motion with a paw. Piers grabbed Saris by the wrist and hauled her toward the shadows. “What are you doing?” she cried. “Unhand me! Let me at that little traitor!”

	“Chynne’s on our side. He won’t let anything happen to Wycke.” Piers hoped. “But if we’re there, he’ll be too worried about us to fight.” If only Piers knew how to work all the magic people kept saying he had.

	He should’ve gotten his flashlight from George. His boot caught something in the dark. His grip on Saris kept him from going down. Piers patted the floor, lifting what nearly tripped him. The flashlight!

	He kept the beam down to help hide them. What if he wished only he could see the light?

	“What happened to the light?” Saris whispered.

	Okay, maybe he should wish only he and Saris could see.

	“Up here,” she said, tugging him toward rickety stairs. “We can’t leave Wycke.”

	Piers’ wish magic managed to silence their steps until he stood behind a railing beside the queen, staring down on the battle. Fireballs flew. More than a few embers glowed around the fighters.

	Scorch marks marred Radre’s cloak.

	A few scorch marks showed on Wycke too. Radre lobbed a fireball, then shot his gaze upward, spotting Piers and Saris. Oh shit.

	“Saris! Run!” Piers shoved the queen. He’d worry about manhandling royalty later.

	They seemed to be on some type of metal walkway over the warehouse floor. Piers looked down. Big mistake. The cloaked figures sprang to life, heading straight for the stairs.

	“Get him! Don’t let him get away!” Radre screamed.

	A flash of light shot over Piers’ head. He turned, keeping Saris behind him. She was the queen, and if these jerks wanted him, he’d be damned if he’d let her get hurt. “I’m going to try something, okay?” he murmured.

	“What?”

	Saris vanished. Hopefully, to join Jess and George at the coffee shop or wherever. Two robed figures faced Piers. He spun. Another two came from the other direction. He could will himself to the coffee shop or anywhere else, but not while Wycke fought down below.

	Piers glanced downward. Wycke sagged, leaning against the wall to hurl another spell. His breaths came in ragged pants. Oh, ancestors, no! Piers really, really wanted him at the coffee shop. Nothing.

	Damn fickle magic! The figures in front of Piers let down their hoods: one older man, one young woman. The man said, “We are the followers of Lady Nyanda Gimitri. We’ve been searching for you.” They appeared so serene. Mind controlling drugs at their finest.

	Piers kept his ears pricked for Radre’s fan club behind him. “Why? I heard good old Mom wasn’t the kind of person anyone wanted around.”

	The man stiffened. “Sorceress Gimitri is legendary.”

	The woman snarled, “We’ve waited seasons upon seasons to restore her to her glory. Finally, we have the key.”

	“Key?”

	You, you idiot! Piers heard in his head.

	Oh. He eyed the slightly manic-looking pair. Fanatics. Fucking fanatics.

	Judging from the footfalls, the two behind Piers closed in. The woman in front of him grinned, a sick, vile expression. Piers’ skin crawled.

	Grasping the railing with one hand, he took the only escape available. He leaped, swinging himself over.

	And down.

	He didn’t manage a superhero landing.
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	Wycke didn’t have time to scream when Piers took him down. Screaming required some warning. And the breath Piers knocked out of him.

	Crash! Thud! ”Ooomph!” took him from standing to lying on the dirty floor. A fireball sailed uselessly overhead. Then…

	Nothing. Or rather, nothing but the heavy weight pressing down on him. He gazed upward—straight into the eyes of an elf. An elf, holding a baseball bat at the ready.

	“No! Wait! They’re with us!” Wycke knew that voice. Jess the Colorful crouched down next to him. Or rather… them.

	The weight covering Wycke let out a groan.

	“What the ever-loving fuck just happened?” Piers rolled away, lying on his back with an arm thrown over his eyes.

	“I happened,” Chynne said, stepping out of the shadows of the… where in the lower levels of infinity were they? “Piers must want something desperately to initiate a spell, and he hasn’t learned to use his magic consistently on himself. I sent out a family summons, drawing you, Wycke, to your sister and bringing along Piers for the ride. No hard feelings for ruining your landing?” Chynne stared down at Piers.

	Piers let out a long groan, squeezing his temples with both hands. “Let me wrap my head around the whole ‘I just teleported in the middle of an epic mage battle’ thing first, okay?”

	Chynne bobbed a curt nod. “Fair enough. Don’t take too long, though. I’m sure to offend you many more times before this night ends, and the things you hold grudges about may become a little convoluted.”

	Piers rolled his gaze upward to Jess. “What did he say?”

	Jess patted his shoulder. “When your cat can do what yours just did, grin and nod, sweetie, grin and nod.”

	“I am not his cat,” Chynne spat.

	“What a shame, because you’re the most beautiful cat I’ve ever seen.” Jess stroked a hand down Chynne’s back.

	Chynne preened.

	What the fuck? If Wycke tried that move, he’d pull back a bloody stump. He rolled to his back, scanning the room. “Where are we?”

	“Paddy O’Malley’s Coffee and Nibbles,” Jess said, waving a hand toward a sign behind the bar. Bar. Tables. Chairs.

	And an elf. Talking to an ogre. Wycke pled with the universe. “I take it back! I don’t want adventure. Just make things normal again.”

	“Normal. As in magical travel? Suddenly disappearing from a warehouse and reappearing in a coffee shop? A thank-God-they-were-closed coffee shop? Or normal as in, a talking cat who can do magical travel shit?” Jess scowled.

	“In my defense,” Chynne said, “I only transported Wycke and Piers. Piers did the rest.”

	“He what? Get out! No way!” Jess skewered Piers with a fierce gaze. “Mr. Can’t-Get-The-Lid-Off-The-Pickles has honest-to-goodness magic?”

	“And a familiar,” Chynne said, butting his head against Jess’s hand. “Pets. All the pets. Never start something you don’t intend to finish.”

	Jess resumed scratching the familiar’s head.

	Chynne purred—actually purred!

	Excellent blackmail material for later. Wycke scooted on his butt, propping against a wall. “No, no, no, no, no. This isn’t happening.” He eyed Saris. “You told me when I was younger that I’d lose my mind if I ever visited the human realm.”

	“Time out!” shouted the elf, forming the time-out sign with one hand and the baseball bat. “Dude, you think you’re having a bad day?” He nodded at the chaos in the coffee shop. “I’m minding my own business, placing orders for next week, and bang! People start appearing! I left Tirra Neu to get away from mages and whatever the hell you’re calling yourselves these days.”

	“Sorcerers,” Chynne side-whispered from behind one paw.

	“Sorcerers!” The elf dropped the bat and buried his face in his hands. “There goes the fucking neighborhood.”

	Jess patted Chynne’s head. “I think the poor guy needs help. Raincheck on the scritches?”

	The ogre sat at the bar throughout the exchange, dunking cookies into something in a cup and popping them into his mouth. “What?” he said around a mouth full of cookies. “This is the most fun I’ve had in ages.”

	Saris knelt next to Wycke, Piers on his other side. Piers patted Wycke’s face. “Don’t freak out on me now, dude. It’s my turn. You say that guy was your brother?”

	Saris answered, “He looked like our brother, Radre, King of Myrgren, but the sickly red and black aura wasn’t his.” She asked Chynne, “He can’t find us here, can he?”

	Chynne pushed past Saris, climbing into Wycke’s lap. “Doubtful. I cast a protection spell. Only someone whose strength exceeds mine can get past.” He stroked his furry head against Wycke’s chin. “I agree that the king might be under the influence of another.” Chynne lowered his voice, mumbling under his breath. “I felt a presence, an energy from long ago. But no. It couldn’t be.” More clearly, he addressed Wycke again. “Your brother, or rather, the one who wears him like a cloak, distracted you while siphoning your energy. He didn’t take much, but enough to send you off-kilter. If he’d known how strong you are, he’d have put in more effort.” Chynne shifted his attention to Piers. “Which makes me wonder what he wants with you. Saris sent you here with a guard. You went undiscovered a very long time, thanks to what I believe was Sir Lyvianne using every bit of his power to protect you. Now, you’ve got the boys lining up at your door, so to speak.”

	“Oh, damn! I love your ears!” Jess squealed.

	“Ummm…” Chynne focused on Jess, now deep in conversation with the elf. “Does your colorful friend know she’s not flirting with a human? Elves of his tribe are celibate until choosing a life mate; then, they bond for all eternity. She might want a heads up to that little detail.”

	“I’ve got a question. How the hell do you all speak our language?” Piers huffed out. “I’ve been meaning to ask.”

	“We don’t,” Chynne replied. “Old enchantments allow you to understand us. Weak minds are so easily swayed.”

	Piers opened and closed his mouth a few times before getting out, “But I couldn’t understand that hellhound.”

	Chynne made a gesture likely meant to be a shrug. “Even hellhounds can’t understand hellhounds most of the time.”

	“Can everybody just stop?” Wycke screeched. Everyone froze—except for the ogre, who took an extremely loud sip from his cup. Wycke took a few deep breaths in and out. Yes, less jangling nerves. Saris, Piers, Jess, Chynne. Those he knew.

	He eyed the ogre from his perch on the floor. What was the guy’s name? Oh, yeah. George. “And how did you come to get mixed up in this?”

	George shrugged. “One night, the kid here took a look at me and really saw me, you know? Then all hell broke loose, and I wasn’t doing anything better at the time.”

	Ogres always had been more adventurous than sensible. “What about him?” Wycke nodded toward the elf, currently reciting a number while Jess tapped her phone keys.

	“He owns this coffee shop,” Piers supplied. “Until recently, I didn’t know he was an elf. Hell, until recently, I didn’t know elves were anything more than book characters.”

	The room began to slow its spinning. Wycke breathed a sigh of relief when the lunch he hadn’t even eaten stopped threatening to reappear. “So, let me get this straight. You sent your friend and the ogre here. How?”

	“Yo, dude. I got a name.” George harrumphed. Wycke ignored him.

	“Even before I knew about magic, sometimes if I wanted or needed something badly, bang! It would happen. I wanted them out of the warehouse and thought of this coffee shop.” Piers shrugged.

	“And Saris?”

	“I didn’t want her hurt. I mean, how long would her husband let me live, being high king and all, so I sent her to join Jess.”

	“Mates. We call them mates in the magical realm,” George said between bites of cookies.

	Wycke exchanged a look with his sister. Nyanda likely wouldn’t have managed such a feat even at her most powerful. Had she somehow done something to increase her son’s magical potential?

	Potential buried until connecting with Wycke’s compatible magic. Or maybe, because Piers never used much magic before, doing so now drew on accumulated interest, similar to money at a human bank.

	Piers and Wycke bonding amplified both of their powers. How connected were they?

	Damn, Wycke needed something to drink.

	Piers nudged him with a water bottle, moisture clinging to the side. Wycke’s stomach, now free of nausea, rumbled. Oh, for a nice slab of seared meat and…

	“What the fuck?” Piers stared at his hands, one holding a water bottle, the other holding a plate. The scent of sizzling steak wafted through the air.

	“Interesting,” Chynne said. “Piers. You didn’t want these things?”

	“No, I…”

	“But I did,” Wycke supplied.

	“And because the two of you are joined, Piers felt duty-bound to see to your needs, even unspoken. Very interesting indeed.” Chynne stroked his chin with a paw.

	Wycke grabbed the plate, conjuring utensils since he’d not thought to want those too. “Eeeek!” He threw down the pitchfork he’d gotten by mistake.

	“What does this mean?” Piers asked, handing over the water at Wycke’s “gimme” gesture. George lobbed a fork from the bar, which Wycke caught.

	Chynne continued, “It means whoever is wearing Radre’s body wants you but doesn’t know you’ve joined, and we’ve now got a two for one sale going on.”

	“Wait! Did you say joined?” Piers narrowed his eyes.

	“Joined. Magically. You and Wycke. Have you found yourself irresistibly drawn to His Royal Annoyance?” Chynne asked.

	Piers eyed Wycke with suspicion. “I thought that was just lust after a long dry spell!”

	“Are you sure there’s no other way than death to sever the bond?” Saris asked.

	“Only death will break the bond. Though elves believe the bond continues even then.” Chynne shot a glance at the elf, who seemed way too enthralled by the only non-magical in the room, then turned his attention back to Saris. He waved a paw at Wycke and Piers. “But look at them. How powerful they are together. Why break up the set?”

	“Not to mention how intense, one dark and brooding, the other the life of the party,” Jess drew her attention away from the elf long enough to say. “I’d sure as hell read fanfic about them.”

	Piers muttered quietly to himself, wearing a “thinking face.” Likely trying to work out the details in his possibly-still-hungover mind. The full implications finally hitting home wouldn’t be pretty.

	It was time for a subject change before they found out exactly how much new information Piers could process before suffering a total meltdown. “Umm… You said you put up a protective spell, but is there any way Radre can track us here?” Wycke stopped chewing to ask.

	“I’m not sure. I only got away by taking spider form.” If Chynne noticed Jess shrinking back and mouthing “spider?” he didn’t say so. “My shield will keep them out, but they might be able to pinpoint our location.”

	“If you’re so powerful, and Piers’ familiar, why didn’t you just turn Radre into a toad or something?” Saris ventured. She darted a quick glance at Wycke. “Not that I’d want him to stay that way, mind you.”

	Wycke couldn’t agree more.

	Chynne arched his back, tail swishing, and let out a feline hiss. “Piers’ bond with Wycke makes Radre his brother-by-bonding. I can only act against family members to save my sorcerer’s life.”

	Pretty damned inconvenient.

	They all fell quiet except for the occasional giggle from Jess, George’s alternating slurps and belches, and the clatter of cutlery against Wycke’s plate. Wherever this steak came from, he’d take Piers there as a thank you when they got out of this mess.

	Only, would the realm’s most powerful sorcerer abandon Wycke now? Maybe he’d been premature in changing the subject. “Chynne? How does this bond work? Is it a fidelity thing?”

	“Oh, you can have sex with whomever you want.”

	What a relief, in case Piers did decide to move up in the world. Realm. Whatever.

	“It just won’t be much good without the ability to orgasm.” Did the cat have to sound so damned smug?

	“What the hell?” Piers shouted, snapping back to the moment at hand. Based on the horror in his wide eyes, he’d put all the pieces into place. “Back the fuck up. Do you mean I’m married? Bonded? Joined, or what-the-hell-ever?” He waved a hand between himself and Wycke. “To him?”

	Wycke paused in devouring his steak. “Well, you don’t have to act so insulted.” It might hurt a guy’s feelings, being so publicly rejected.

	Saris’s scowl would’ve caused instant death had she possessed a fraction of Piers’ strength. “And what, exactly, is wrong with my brother? Excuse me. I mean His Royal Highness Wycke of house Bertillian, Prince of Myrgren?”

	“Umm… guys?” Jess’s voice barely penetrated the heated discussion.

	“Nothing, if I wanted to be married, I mean, mated or joined or whatever.” Piers waved his hands around while he spoke—which could be considered an insult in the right elf tribe.

	“Guys?” Jess’s voice rose in pitch.

	“What!” Saris and Piers both snapped.

	All eyes went to Jess.

	And the knife held to her throat.
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	The man holding a knife to Jess’s neck showed no hint of emotion. He merely stood, one hand wrapped around her arm, wicked-looking knife in the other.

	“Who are you?” Piers roared. Only George grabbing Piers kept him from charging.

	Wycke slid up the wall. What could he do? Fireballs might harm Jess, but so would the asshole with the knife if Wycke approached. How the fuck did anyone get in here? He cast an accusing glare at Chynne, who’d better act fast.

	The elf held out his hand. “Stop. Everyone, stop!” He closed his eyes, bowing his head. The man holding Jess disappeared in a puff of smoke. “I’m so sorry, my lady. I didn’t mean to scare you. Are you all right?”

	“What?” Jess turned on him.

	“At the risk of repeating myself, what the hell just happened?” Piers wriggled free of George’s grasp and wrapped Jess in his arms, aiming a blistering glare at the elf over her shoulder.

	“Hey! I can’t help if you triggered my alarm.” The elf wisely took a few steps back.

	“What?” Piers raised his glare level from I will kick your ass to I will kick your ass into next week.

	“You didn’t come in the front door. There are a lot of you. You started shouting. I have wards, you know. They saw you as a threat when you raised your voices and invoked a protective spell.”

	“A… a protective spell.” Jess twisted to add her glare to Piers’. “What are you people?” She pulled out of Piers’ grasp.

	Piers sighed. “I just found out, but apparently, I’m a sorcerer.”

	Jess shifted her malevolent gaze to George.

	“I’m from the people your kind knows as ogres, my lady.” George gave a deep bow.

	Jess’s derisive sniff said, Not impressed. She narrowed her eyes at her suitor.

	“Elf, ma’am,” he squeaked, putting more distance between them. Smart man. Elf. Whatever.

	Wycke flicked his hand. “Sorcerer, prince, a denizen of another realm.”

	Jess turned wide eyes toward Piers. “A prince? A motherfucking prince? He said he wasn’t a loser and paid his own bills, but he never mentioned being royalty!”

	“My thoughts exactly,” Piers replied in a meek voice, possibly hoping to trigger her protective instincts like Wycke often did with Saris.

	Saris pulled herself up to her full, not-quite-impressive height. “Saris Bertillian, princess of Myrgren, High Queen Consort of Tirra Neu, Countess of blah-blah-blah, and…” She turned toward Wycke. “I forget all the other titles.”

	Wycke shrugged. “I only remember them when I’m in a nearby village and want to impress a lad or lass—” A flash fire licked up his face. “Or, I did back before bonding.” He gave Piers his most winning smile. “All behind me now, darling.” Never another orgasm again, without his mate? Chynne might not be able to act against Wycke, but pissed-off mates could become a destructive force in the universe. Now probably wasn’t the time to mention human life spans in the magical world far exceeded those in the human realm.

	Tears filled Jess’s eyes. “Piers, we’ve been friends a long, long time. Please tell me this isn’t some kind of sick joke.”

	Piers never wavered. “I’d never do that do you.” Jess dove back into Piers’ open arms. For a split second, prickles of jealousy sank into Wycke. He’d not felt Piers’ embrace in far too long and might never again, the way things were going.

	Now, Piers turned his ire on the elf.

	“Hey,” the endangered elf said, hands raised. “I was just minding my own business, putting in a supply order. I haven’t done nothing.”

	Jess sniffed, backing away, leaving dark smudges on Piers’ shirt that matched the black streaks on her face. “Yeah. I’m sorry. I mean, every time I come in here for coffee, you’re always busy, so I never got to talk to you.”

	“I stayed busy because I was too nervous to talk to you, except the time you were drunk, and I feared you’d hurt yourself. I mean, you’re human, and well, I’m not.” The elf waved a hand to indicate his delicate features, ending the sweep at his pointed ears. Jess and the elf were of a similar height with Piers.

	Now wasn’t the time to tell Jess about the elf boy's virginity and how she’d do best to leave him the way she found him.

	“Okay. Call me sometime?” Her sweet smile made her look less threatening with all the tattoos, piercings, and turquoise hair Wycke believed didn’t naturally occur in humans. She also recovered fast from discovering the world as she knew it wasn’t, well, as she knew it.

	“Sure. But, ummm… Don’t let my employees know, okay?” A blush spread over the elf’s face, all the way to his ear tips.

	Jess couldn’t have reared back faster or appeared more offended if the guy had slapped her.  “I don’t do ‘dirty little secret.’  If you don’t want to be seen with me—”

	“No! I meant, don’t tell them I’m an elf.”

	“Why not?”

	Wycke answered before anyone could trigger another alarm. “Because citizens of my realm aren’t supposed to visit the human realm, let alone stay and make a life here. So they use glamour to appear human. Any actual humans you told would call you crazy.” With the number of magicals Wycke had met in his brief time this trip, maybe the human realm needed a new name.

	The elf’s eyes widened.

	“Don’t worry. The wars sent a lot of people running. You, George over there.” Wycke, who’d only ventured into the human realm for entertainment in the past, never took the time to mingle, so never realized the extent to which those of his realm abandoned their heritage to come here. Based on current evidence, they hadn’t lost their magic, either, as he’d been led to believe, which explained the casual use of glamour. So, the requirement of giving up magic to live here was only more propaganda to keep the realms separate.

	At that moment, George had his face against a pastry display case, breath steaming the glass with every exhale.

	Wycke set the remnants of his meal aside, fighting the urge to offer Chynne the remaining tidbits. He leaned back against the wall. Tired. So tired. Let the rest of the group figure out what to do.

	“You and your sister?” the elf asked.

	“Just passing through.” Or so Wycke hoped. With his brother gone batshit crazy, was anyplace safe? Speaking of… “Saris, we need to get back to the palace, the one place Radre might not come, if we appeal to Broen.” Could Aberfrer construct wards against intrusion?

	“Agreed, brother.” Saris tossed her braid back over her shoulder. “Chynne?”

	Chynne deflated somewhat with a sigh. “Your Majesty, I’ve built several portals today. I’m currently using my power to keep your brother away. I’m afraid I must rest. Wycke is still recovering from his battle.”

	“Can I help?” Piers asked.

	“No!” they all screamed at once.

	Saris tilted her head to a thoughtful angle, studying Piers closely enough that even Wycke began to squirm. “Chynne, if I manage to initiate a portal to my rooms, could I borrow some of Piers’ power to see the spell through?”

	“Do you know how?” Chynne asked.

	Saris nodded. “I know the motions; I just lack the power.”

	So maybe Wycke wasn’t the only one who’d seen a portal as a possible escape.

	Chynne nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty. Which is how I believe Pieravor first entered this realm. His mother initiated a portal, later fueled by Pieravor’s magic, which allowed him to enter, along with your guard.”

	Piers cast a wary glance. “What do I have to do?”

	“Focus on my hands, the patterns they make in the air. Push at them with your mind. Feed them power.” Saris demonstrated drawing the pattern with her hands.

	Piers chewed his lower lip. “That’s all?”

	Chynne sidled up beside him. “The process is more difficult than it sounds at first, but with practice, transference becomes easier.” He grinned. “I’ll make sure you don’t blow anything up.”

	“Transference. Hmmm…” Piers stroked his chin. “I’m willing to try. Where are we going?”

	Saris gave a tired smile. She wasn’t used to adventures, staying isolated in the palace. Wycke should’ve taken her with him on adventures a time or two instead of thinking of his own confinement.

	“My sitting room at the palace,” she said. “You don’t need to visualize. I’ll draw the map.”

	While Jess and the elf murmured in the background and George helped himself to sweets, Saris waved her hands in the air, weaving the pattern for them to follow. Where she’d learned about making portals, Wycke might never know. Then again, she’d frequented Lady Nyanda’s tower in the past.

	A scary thought. Based on her background, Saris should be the likeliest of the Bertillian children to turn evil, not Radre.

	Piers’ wild magic flitted through the room. Wycke concentrated, capturing the runaway energy and turning the tide toward Saris’s handiwork. Chynne made swatting motions with his forepaws, likely doing the same.

	Wycke would never dare tell him how much he resembled a kitten batting at string.

	Saris gave Piers an encouraging smile. “See? You’re getting a feel for your abilities already.”

	Wycke wouldn’t tell her he directed the energy flow. Typically, his portals took time to grow. This one glowed the moment Saris stopped her movements.

	“Wow! Fast!” she exclaimed. “And without the help of a mirror.”

	“Why can’t I just wish us there?” Piers stared at the shimmering nothingness hovering in the air next to a napkin dispenser.

	“There are safeguards to keep people from popping between the realms.” Saris shrugged one shoulder. “We wouldn’t want to wake to an entire army crossing from another realm. Only a few in our realm are powerful enough to do this.”

	“Then how did George get through? The elf?” Wycke asked, though he’d a sneaky suspicion. Why would the other races risk cutting off their escape route by letting humans know how easily they could flee?

	“Trust me, I intend to find out,” Saris said with a toss of her head. A lock of hair stuck to her cheek. She’d never looked more disheveled—or more alive. “Later. Now, we need to return to our home. Piers, Wycke, with me. Chynne?”

	Chynne nodded. “As you wish, Majesty. What about Jess of the magical fingers?”

	All eyes turned to Jess. “I’m going with Piers.” She displayed her phone. “Any chance we’ll get cell signal where we’re going?”

	“Absolutely zero,” Wycke replied.

	“I have ways to contact you.” The elf flashed a shy smile.

	“I don’t believe in waiting by the phone.” Jess batted her lashes.

	“In this case, it’s more like the third elm tree on the left. Now, let’s go.” Wycke flourished a hand toward the portal before Jess decided to take her budding relationship to the next level. They did not need an inter-realm incident because of discordant sexual beliefs between species.

	“George?” Piers asked.

	“Nah.” George waved a meaty hand. “Y’all go on ahead. I’ll keep a lookout, see what turns up.”

	Wycke had never met a do-gooder ogre before, which might explain why George preferred the human world. He’d be labeled odd back home.

	Still, he bore watching.

	“Because we go to my chambers, I’ll lead the way. Wycke, please ensure the others travel through.” Saris stood before the shimmering portal.

	Bring up the rear. Oh, the innuendo Wycke could make. Instead, he bit his tongue, taking his place at the end of the line.

	“This isn’t going to be a repeat of last time I left the human realm, is it?” Piers whispered from behind his hand.

	“How so? Are we going to cross realms in a matter of seconds? Use magic to travel from one world to the next?” Wycke teased.

	“Am I gonna scream myself hoarse and wanna puke once we get there?”

	Oh. “I’ve traveled this way so many times I’d forgotten the effects on the uninitiated. Things should be better now,” Wycke lied. It had taken several trips to adjust to magical travel. And each person’s portal behaved differently. He’d never before used one of Saris’s crafting. Chynne wouldn’t allow her to send them into oblivion. Or would he?

	Wycke secured his silver band on his wrist.

	Chynne glared at him. Could the cat read his thoughts? Scary proposition. He deliberately envisioned Piers, naked, spread out on the bed. Beautiful. Nothing from Chynne. Whew. Good.

	As the familiar brushed past to assume a position near the portal, he murmured, “Piers shaves his chest hair and has a scar over his breastbone. And no, I didn’t read your mind. You don’t hide your thoughts very well. If we’re dealing with what I fear we’re dealing with, you’d best get your facial expressions under control.”

	What we’re dealing with.

	What, indeed.

	Saris self-consciously patted her hair into place, tucking a stray lock behind her ear. Worried her mate might see her mess of a braid when she wore Myrgren commoner garb?

	“Remember, time flows differently in portals,” Wycke reminded her. “We could have been gone minutes, days, or even weeks if not timed right.”

	Saris shook her hands out. Chances were, being new to this mode of travel, she experienced the same uncomfortable feelings that plagued Piers. She flashed a nervous smile over her shoulder, said, “We’ll meet on the other side,” and stepped through the portal.

	Jess went next, followed by Piers. Elf Boy gave Jess a quick wave before she vanished. He and the ogre stood back, watching the humans leave.

	At last, Wycke stood before the portal. Though he’d crossed the realms this way many times, an ominous feeling always crept up his spine. A sense of wrongness that he didn’t belong to either world. The feeling passed once he reached the other side. However, this wasn’t a portal of his own making but a combination of his sister and Piers.

	Pulling in a deep breath, he stepped through.

	He hung, suspended in time and space for a moment, twisting in some unseen wind. Flashes of images appeared before his eyes, reflections in a dark window, glimpses of realms he’d yet to cross. Had they branched off from common ancestry like the human and magical realms? Some of the beings he spotted bore no resemblance to any living creature he’d seen before. Others could be close kin.

	Was this an illusion or a slow-motion version of what he usually saw? Some unseen thing grabbed him, compelled him forward. With one last look at hundreds of realms, he stopped fighting. The force took him. A portal shimmered ahead. He stepped into his sister’s sitting room. The portal swirled a moment in midair, then settled.

	Four men stood before him, wearing the colors of the royal guard and holding swords on Saris, Jess, and Piers.

	What the…

	A fifth man stepped forward at Wycke’s left, throwing back his hood to reveal long white braids. “Hello, brother.”

	Radre. Or a sinister something wearing Radre’s body.

	Wycke wouldn’t be intimidated by his brother or anyone else. “What is the meaning of this?”

	Radre lounged back against the wall, an all too familiar smirk on his face, an expression Wycke often used in the past. Never again. “Why, don’t you know? You’re all fugitives. The high king will be pleased by your capture.”

	Sunlight streamed through the window. Whatever time they’d landed in wasn’t night like in the human realm.

	“Fugitives? What are you talking about?” Wycke’s heart thudded as he surveyed the room: the panicked expression on his sister’s face, the total confusion on Piers’, the defiant glare from Jess, the muscles twitching in her jaw and her fists clenching and unclenching, marking her as the one most likely to do something risky.

	Piers might never forgive him. No sign of Chynne, though he might easily hide as some small creature.

	Radre sneered, “By order of the high king, you’re all accused of treason.” He stalked up, putting his nose inches from Wycke’s face. “I’ll strip every ounce of magic you possess.” Breath warm against Wycke’s neck, he leaned in and whispered, “Then I’ll suck every bit of his considerable power from your plaything. Perhaps I’ll kill him first. Make you watch.”

	Such hatred. Such venom. “What have I ever done to you?”

	The being who might, or might not, be Wycke’s brother pulled back, pure fury in his eyes. “You exist, and you’re the spawn of a weakling.”

	What? “If I am, so are you.”

	One side of Radre’s mouth quirked upward. “Oh, no. I am so much more. Something even you wouldn’t comprehend.” He chuckled, patting Wycke’s cheek. Wycke jerked back. Radre’s smile fell. “Your father might have delayed my plans, but even kings can’t stop me.”

	He whirled, doing one hell of an impression of a human drama queen on one of the reality TV shows Wycke watched while in the human realm. Unfortunately, the effect failed when Radre’s cloak tangled around his knees, nearly tripping him.

	“Guards. Find a nice cell for them. Or not so nice. I leave the choice to your discretion. I have a high king to control.” Radre stalked out of the room.

	“Your Majesty? Come with me, please.” Poor guard. Forced to follow uncomfortable orders.

	A guard approached Saris. She appeared tiny compared to the massive, armed warrior. She’d still hold her own in any fight, with her wits alone. “I am queen consort, and this is an outrage. I demand to see my mate at once!”

	“I have my orders, Majesty. High King Broen instructed us to follow King Radre’s commands.”

	Somehow, Broen must’ve fallen under Radre’s spell. He’d never order Saris into a cell.

	Wycke caught movement from the corner of his eye. Ever so slightly, he turned his head. A dark-as-night wild boar pawed the floor, letting out a snort of outrage. The guards never knew what hit them. Three fell on the first charge. The boar—Chynne?—skidded on the slick marble floor.

	The lone standing guard hacked at the boar with his sword, slicing a long gash in its flank. The boar screamed.

	The downed guards struggled to their feet.

	Jess screeched a battle cry, snatched a flower display from a side table, and brought the crystal vase crashing down on the nearest guard’s head.

	Saris held her hands out in a gesture of surrender, giving her best delicate flower impression. “I am the queen consort. Do you expect me to fight?” Her guard lowered his sword. “Oh, dear. I feel a bit faint.” Her eyes rolled back. She fell into a graceful crumple.

	The guard steadied her with an arm around her back. “Majesty?”

	Saris clutched his shoulders, twisting and ramming her knee into his groin.

	The guard yelped, gripping his crotch. His crumple wasn’t so graceful.

	The boar screamed again, barreling straight for the sword-wielding guard, whose blade dripped blood from the earlier score. “Come back at me, you bastard. We’ll have ham for dinner.” The guard’s eyes widened. He flew back against the wall. A mirror quivered, then fell on his head with a crash.

	Piers stood a few feet away, staring at his outstretched hand. “I… umm… didn’t mean…”

	Wycke grabbed his sleeve. “Get Saris and Jess out of here. Me and Chynne will keep this lot occupied. “

	“But…”

	“No buts! Go!” Wycke slammed his lips down on Piers’, retreating with a grin. “Dear.” He tossed a fireball at the approaching guard. The spell missed, but at least Wycke hadn’t set the curtains on fire.

	Yet. Looked like he wouldn’t be living here soon, so let the whole place burn—or as much as a monument to marble could.

	“Jess!” Piers yelled over the din, “c’mon!”

	One of the guards carried Jess on his back, her arms wrapped around his neck and legs around his waist. She clamped her teeth down on his ear.

	“Ahh…” The guard squawked, spinning and trying to dislodge his attacker. He shoved back against a wall, knocking the wind out of Jess.

	She let go and slid to the floor. The guard raised his blade.

	Then Jess vanished, reappearing at Piers’ side. “Let’s get Saris!” he cried.

	Together they dragged Saris away from the fight—clutching a sword she’d gotten from someone. “We can’t leave Wycke!”

	“He told us to. Let’s go!” Piers glanced right and left. “But where?”

	“There’s no time for a portal. To the balcony.” Saris darted out the glass doors, Jess and Piers on her heels. Piers glanced back at Wycke, made eye contact, and disappeared onto the balcony. Did he even realize he’d brushed his fingers against his lips?

	Bang! A blow to the head sent Wycke stumbling backward. His ears rang. He barely managed to toss a handful of wild magic at the guard who’d punched him. The guy screamed, crashing to the floor. Wycke stuck his fingers to the man’s neck. Good, not dead, just… something.

	The boar cried in pain. Chynne! Two guards down, two standing. Or staggering. Blood soaked the pants of one guard, now shredded at the knee. Yeah, never mess around when your opponent has foot-long tusks.

	Blood also soaked the boar. Not good. These men did nothing wrong but follow a worthless asshole’s orders. “Stop!” Wycke yelled, flinging out his hand. All movement ceased. Chynne’s tusks hovered an inch away from his opponent’s thigh. The second guard stood frozen on one leg, the other raised to kick. Wycke planted a hand to the guard’s chest and pushed.

	The man went over. Wycke tugged the other guard’s pants out of Chynne’s mouth, and bodily dragged the familiar to the door. Chynne shook himself, coming out of the trance, wary eyes trained on Wycke.

	“Come on! We have to go!”

	Chynne followed Wycke to the balcony. No Piers, Jess, or Saris. Wycke gripped the balcony railing, staring down at the empty garden.

	Nothing. No sign of them jumping. A cloud covered the sun, a low crooning carrying on a wind gust. Wycke knew that sound. He glanced up. Two gargoyles landed with a thunk, taking out the elegant table and chairs where Saris enjoyed her breakfast on sunny days.

	Were they friends or foes? Gargoyles once graced Wycke’s family home, now his brother’s home. Did they answer to Radre? No. Gargoyles only gave loyalty where due. The reason they’d abandoned his father.

	The first gargoyle flapped its wings and winked, gesturing to Wycke with one clawed hand. Wait! He knew this creature, who’d once perched outside his bedroom window.

	He stepped closer. The gargoyle embraced him, flapping its wings harder. Together they lifted toward the sky. The second gargoyle cradled a bleeding Chynne, now in cat form, to its chest.

	They rose from the balcony. Was this how Piers, Saris, and Jess escaped?

	The creatures spread batlike wings, soaring toward the sea. Down below, guards ran about, pointing at the sky, gathered around…

	“No!”

	Thwock!

	The body around Wycke shuddered. Green gore sprayed over him. The gargoyle screeched, plunging earthward, a giant arrow protruding from its breast.
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	Piers raced to the balcony ledge, skidding to a stop barely in time to keep from flipping over. Who put the ground so far away? Three floors, at least. With pavers of some kind beneath them. He whirled toward Saris. “Is there a way down?”

	“Jump,” she said, rushing to the railing.

	He eyed the stone patio beneath them. “Are you crazy?”

	Jess stared him down, hands on her hips. “Are you a powerful sorcerer or not? Now sorcer. Or sorcel. Or whatever.” She waved a hand in the air. “But I am not, I repeat, am not jumping off this balcony!”

	“Aaaaaahhh!” Crash! Clang! came through the open doors, along with the squeals of one pissed-off pig.

	“They’re hurting my brother!” Saris shouted, brandishing her stolen sword.

	Keeping well away from the balcony railing, Jess grabbed Saris before she marched back into her room to give someone a piece of her mind. Not only did Piers have to save them, but he also had to save them without Jess needing to look down from on high.

	Piers listened to the screams and crashes from the room beyond them. Wycke! The bond, the indefinable something between them, or simple common decency pleaded with him to go back.

	The screams weren’t Wycke’s, but the man needed to get his ass out of there.

	“Let’s go!” Jess cried, boxing Piers’ shoulder.

	Though she cast a backward glance in the direction of her brother, Saris dropped the sword. “It will only weigh me down.”

	Piers lacked control over his magic, but one thing he might accomplish? Wishing. He wished the three of them to the ground.

	Jess and Saris landed softly on their feet.

	“Ahhh!” Piers smacked into a hedge. Ow. That would leave a mark. He crawled out of his vegetation prison, picking bits of leaves from his hair. Getting the last word in, a branch promptly smacked him in the face.

	Jess grabbed his arm, hauling him upright. “Well done, dude, but we don’t have time to play. Now, let’s go!”

	Play?

	“This way.” Lifting her skirts, Saris sprinted down a garden path. Gardeners darted out of the way.

	Piers spat out a leaf and grabbed Jess’s arm, charging after the only person around with any idea where to go. Or, he hoped Saris knew where to go.

	They barreled through a riot of pink, blue, red, and yellow buds, surrounded by green foliage of various shades. The scent shifted from one sweet smell to another, with a twang of herbs mixed in. Thorns caught on Piers’ clothes.

	A shout came from behind. “There they are! After them! By order of the king, they are to be taken alive and not harmed.”

	Oh, fuck! “Which king?” Piers retorted.

	“I trust neither king right now,” Saris panted out.

	Was it too much to ask that the owner of the commanding voice meant someone else hauling ass through the garden?

	Saris hurdled a shrub like a champ, shrugging out of her cloak, Piers and Jess parting to skirt opposite sides. His breath came in ragged gasps. If he survived, he’d join a gym or take up running, especially if evading capture became a daily event.

	Or he’d avoid situations calling for a fast escape.

	Heavy footfalls sounded behind him. Just his luck, his pursuers probably ran ten miles per day. He wished for the guards to trip or for him, Saris, and Jess to suddenly be back in his apartment. Or for a friendly dragon with a hankering for guards to wander by for a snack.

	Nothing. Apparently, magic on the run wasn’t a thing.

	A uniformed man stood in their path. Damn, he resembled a statue. The man froze, the blue of his clothes turning stone gray. “Whaaaah?” Piers turned the guy into a statue? He winced, patting the statue’s arm in passing. “Sorry, bud. I’ll fix it whenever I figure out how.”

	“Piers! Come on!” Jess darted after Saris.

	“There they are!” someone shouted from behind. Piers ran. And ran. And ran.

	Saris shouted, “This way!” swerving down a side path.

	“Do you know where we’re going?” Jess asked. Good, because Piers couldn’t spare enough breath to ask questions now.

	“Yes!” Saris ruined her decisive tone with, “Well, maybe.”

	Baying sounded somewhere in the gardens. Oh shit! Dogs! Piers put on a burst of speed, catching Jess and Saris. They stumbled to a stop.

	The gardens ran out abruptly by a tall stone wall. Too tall to climb quickly.

	A hooded figure carrying a rake opened what appeared to be an eight-foot-tall wrought iron gate, standing aside for them to run through. Even in her drab clothing, the people recognized their queen, apparently.

	“Run! Don’t stop,” a man’s voice said. “We’ll help you all we can.” He pushed them behind a clump of trees and darted back into the garden, closing the gate.

	The gates rattled. Angry voices shouted. Piers owed the gardener a drink. Or something.

	Outside the gates of the well-tended gardens, vegetation ran amok. Piers did his best to wish a path into existence, but Saris stopped him with a hand to his arm. “Look.” She pointed behind them.

	They turned, gazes drawn upward. Wycke ran out onto the balcony, holding the door like someone unseen followed him. With guards in the garden, how the hell could Wycke escape?

	Two shadows crossed over the ground, coming in low from the sea, too big to be birds. Or rather, if those were birds, send Piers back home. Now. He held his breath. Two winged creatures dropped down in front of Wycke. What the fucking hell? “Are those… gargoyles?”

	“Yes.” Saris picked plant debris from her braid. “They guarded the castle in the mountains where Wycke and I were born, but they tend to make their homes in high places. We don’t often see them here.”

	“Will they hurt him?” Piers stared, heart hammering, as the larger of the two monstrous beings waddled toward Wycke.

	“I don’t know. They’re peculiar creatures, with their own code of honor.” Saris took Piers’ bicep in a death grip, pressing her other hand to her mouth. “Please, please, please. Don’t hurt him,” she chanted.

	The shorter creature must’ve been at least twelve feet, the taller fourteen, with skin the color of gray stone, bulging muscles, and wings resembling large bats’, tipped on the ends with claws. The stuff of nightmares.

	Wycke stood unmoving. Why didn’t he run? Piers’ heart pounded in his throat. No. They couldn’t have escaped a battle involving a killer pig and sword-wielding guards to lose Wycke now.

	The taller gargoyle wrapped Wycke in a hug. Piers winced. The thing could probably crush a human with little effort. Wings flapping, the creature took to the sky, Wycke secured tightly in arms of stone.

	The smaller gargoyle followed after, clutching something. Chynne? Had Chynne transformed himself into the giant, tusked pig creature, or did Saris keep exotic pets?

	Or were pet pigs with knives for teeth a regular thing here?

	They stepped farther back into the underbrush, watching the gargoyles fly. Saris let out a sigh of relief. “I think they’re helping him.”

	Shouting came from the courtyard, men reeling some kind of device into place. What the hell?

	Oh, fuck.

	Piers screamed, “Wycke!” at the exact moment, a guard yelled, “Fire!” Horror rooted Piers to the spot. A telephone-pole-sized arrow climbed up, up, up.

	Straight into the chest of the larger gargoyle. Weren’t they supposed to be made of rock? Its wings faltered, beating erratically. The creature lost altitude. The other gargoyle didn’t stop to help, gliding out over the waves.

	Its companion crashed to the ground.

	Clutching Wycke.
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	“Wycke!” Saris and Piers screamed at once. No, no, no, no! This couldn’t be happening. Please, magic, make the gargoyle fly again! 

	The gate stopped clanking, and hard footsteps pounded away. At least the guards were gone for now.

	Piers caught movement from the corner of his eye and turned.

	Jess wrapped her arms around Saris from behind, lifting her off the ground.

	Saris thrashed, beating Jess with her fist. “Let me go! Let me go!”

	“No!” Jess snapped, bouncing Saris in place to make her point. “Do you honestly think he gave us a chance to escape so you can go and say, ‘Hey, y’all, I’m here to let you catch me?’”

	Saris put up a bit more struggle, then slumped. Her voice came out a mere whisper. “I’m sorry. You’re right.”

	Jess shifted her gaze to Piers.

	Surely Saris wouldn’t try to run again. Piers nodded.

	Jess lowered Saris to the ground and let go.

	Saris shot forward, heading straight for the gate.

	“No!” Piers screamed. Not another run this soon. He charged after her, but she’d gotten a good head start.

	Jess huffed and puffed behind him. “Knew. I. Shouldn’t. Have. Let. Her. Go.”

	Saris stood with her hands wrapped around the gate bars, head down. A tear rolled down her cheek. “When our mother died, I promised to keep him safe. That I’d always keep him safe.”

	At least no guards appeared nearby. They’d probably run toward the gargoyle.

	Jess clasped Saris’s shoulder. “We can’t help him if they catch us too!”

	“Too true, Your Majesty,” came a new voice.

	All three of them turned toward the robed figure striding towards them. Smaller than a guard, not dressed like a gardener. Damn it! Piers needed a weapon. He mentally smacked the back of his own head. He had magic. No idea how to use it, but he had it. “Stay back,” he barked, raising his hands in imitation of Wycke throwing fireballs.

	The stranger waved a gloved hand in a gesture too precise to be random. Piers froze, arms by his sides. “The way to subdue someone more powerful than yourself is to strike first,” the figure said, throwing back his hood.

	Coffee Shop Elf Boy, Piers would’ve said, if he controlled his mouth. Elf Boy nodded at Jess, giving the barest hint of a smile.

	“We have to help my brother!” Saris cried.

	“You cannot go back, Majesty.” The elf spoke smoothly, as though he carried on a casual conversation. “Already your brother has been taken into custody. He is out of our reach.”

	Who, exactly, the elf meant by “our,” Piers didn’t know.

	“They’ll kill him with the flimsiest excuse! Some people here hate him!” Saris kept her eyes on the fallen gargoyle.

	The elf remained calm in the face of Saris’s rising panic. “You have no need to fear. My cousins are well-placed to look after his safety.”

	Saris tore her gaze away from the gargoyle to fix her attention on the elf. “But why? Your tribe hates us.”

	The elf gave an indulgent smile. “We don’t hate you. We fear you. Not because of what you might do to us, but what you might do to this realm. Come with me.”

	Saris folded her arms over her chest. “Why should I trust you?”

	“Because I know the way.”

	“Pure born elves have rarely been seen in Dhugach since before the war.”

	“Have you wondered why?” The elf flashed a tight smile. “It’s because we know the area well enough not to be seen.”

	More shouting came from the garden. The elf threw his hood back over his head. “Follow me. The confusion spell won’t hold them forever.”

	Jess, Saris, and their rescuer hurried several paces before turning back. “Piers?” Jess ran back and shook him. “Don’t be a doofus. Come on!”

	“Oh! My apologies.” The elf waved a hand. Piers fell, a puppet with no strings.

	Jess caught him. “Come on!”

	They followed Elf Boy—Piers needed to learn his name—down a sandy pathway, the surface shifting beneath their feet. The elf kept Saris close, but Jess closer. They’d not spoken, but the elf’s hood occasionally swiveled Jess’s way.

	The shouting faded to nothingness while the roaring tide grew louder.

	“How much farther?” Saris asked, pressing a hand to her side. Living in a palace, she likely got less exercise than Piers, who at least walked to work regularly.

	“Not far.” The elf hurried on ahead.

	Piers tried again to wish them somewhere else or wish them to have more strength, more speed. Nothing. Why be powerful if he couldn’t use the power?

	They came to the water’s edge, changing course down the beach, staying close enough to the trees for some cover. Black sand sprayed behind his footfalls. The trees gave way to black hills, the rock probably sharp enough in some places to cut. Volcanic rock.

	Just Piers’ luck, they’d get away from the guards, only to fall into a lava tube. Greenery hung from the tops of the stones, roughly twenty feet above their heads. The elf turned abruptly, heading straight for a vine-covered chunk of rock.

	He disappeared. What the…

	Piers, Saris, and Jess stopped. The elf poked his head back through the greenery. “It’s a cave. Come on!”

	Piers so didn’t like this. He and Jess exchanged scowls. City raised, the closest they’d ever come to a cave was the basement of their group home. The home of creepy crawlies, like giant hairy spiders. No, thank you. No, thank you very much.

	Saris shoved Piers’ shoulder. “You won’t let me go back. If I have to keep going, so do you!”

	“Her Majesty has spoken,” Jess snarked.

	Piers tripped on a vine. Jess caught him. “Want me to go first so you’ll have something soft to land on if you fall?”

	“Oh, please. You’re all hard angles. I’d cut myself.”

	Jess snorted. “As you wish.” She scrambled through the cave opening, calling, “Hey! Wait up!”

	Though Piers stooped to get in, the ceiling angled sharply upward when he passed the opening, allowing him to stand fully upright.

	A tiny glow danced on the elf’s palm. “My ancestors have often used these caves to hide when your kind loses their minds.” He aimed a stern glare at the three of them.

	“Won’t your people be pissed for you showing this to us?” Jess appraised the object of her earlier flirting with a skeptical eye.

	One side of the elf’s mouth lifted. “If you bore any ill intent toward me or my kind, you wouldn’t have been allowed to enter. The cave is spelled against intruders.” He turned. “This way.” Both women fell into step behind him.

	The light slowly drifted away. Piers found himself in total darkness and hurried to catch the others. He raised his hand every few seconds, mimicking the elf’s pose, but never created a glow of his own.

	On and on, they plodded through the darkness.

	“Where are we going?” Piers asked.

	“To a family stronghold. Where we’ll be safe and can plan.” The elf’s glowing blue globe cast an eerie light over his features.

	“Why are you helping us?” This from Jess. Us. Radre would regret getting her involved.

	“Unfortunately, you’ve stumbled into a situation long in the making, which must now be resolved. Humans have slowly destroyed our realm, with no thought to who they might hurt. Wealth. Power. Greed. Things unknown to the other races. You find a piece of land, claim it for your own, banish everyone you can, and kill those stubborn enough to resist.”

	“Your people want Dhugach?” Saris quickstepped to keep up.

	Elf Boy snorted. “Of all the peoples I know, only your kind and the merfolk want sand, beaches, and rolling waves. The rest of us prefer forests and mountains.”

	“Like Myrgren?”

	“No. Not like Myrgren. Myrgren itself. Did you not feel the core of magic upon which your ancestors built their fortress? Magic calls to those who can wield it or whose lives depend on the wellspring of power. Your kind took the realm’s greatest magical resource for your own, something meant to be used and cared for by all. Ever wonder what happened to your father and the sorceress Nyanda?” The elf glanced back over his shoulder but didn’t wait for an answer. “The harder the magic tried to break free of their grasp, the harder they worked to keep it contained. The desire for more corrupted their hearts. Nyanda took countless lives in her quest for absolute control.”

	Their guide disappeared behind a boulder. Piers, Jess, and Saris scuttled around to follow.

	The elf continued, “Myrgren was never meant for humans. They lack the self-control to live there.”

	Jess cried out and fell. “Shit. Fuck. Damn. Holy shit. Motherfuck…” She rocked from side to side, holding her ankle. “Vale!” she shrieked. “Come back!”

	Vale? All this time, she’d known the elf’s name? Could Piers break the habit of calling him Elf Boy this late in the game? He darted toward Jess.

	The el… Vale, beat him there, kneeling and hovering a hand over Jess’s leg. “May I, my lady?”

	“If it’ll make me quit hurting, have at it,” Jess hissed from between gritted teeth.

	Vale wrapped a very long-fingered hand over her injury, extending his other to Piers. “May I?”

	Piers stared at the hand, shifted his gaze to Vale, on to Jess, and back to the hand, working Saris in there somewhere so she wouldn’t feel left out. “Excuse me?”

	“Your hand. I have the knowledge to heal her, but not the power to heal one of your kind. May I borrow some of yours?”

	Again, Piers turned his attention to Saris.

	Saris nodded. “He’ll only take what he needs. Haven’t you been listening? His people aren’t power-hungry.”

	“And you trust him?”

	“I do, you jerk!” Jess barked. “Now, help me! This shit hurts!”

	Piers nodded, easing his hand toward Vale.

	Vale’s skin tingled against Piers’ palm when the elf joined their hands. No more than a low-voltage sensation. Jess breathed a sigh of relief. Vale let go.

	“That’s it?” Piers stared at his hand.

	“You’re powerful,” Vale said. “You don’t even miss the magic, do you?”

	Miss something Piers couldn’t even feel? “Not really.”

	“Jessica, can you stand?” Vale bent, offering Jess his hand. Jessica? No one called her Jessica.

	“I’ll try. Can you help me?” Jess? Playing damsel in distress? No odder than talking cats or flying gargoyles, Piers supposed.

	Vale helped Jess to her feet, holding on longer than strictly necessary. Oh, she’d so get grief later. Never had Piers seen her act so smitten. Just because the guy wore pointed ears that he hadn’t bought on an Internet auction site?

	Still, Vale owned a successful business, treated Jess with respect, looked out for her wellbeing, and still being a virgin at however old he was ruled him out as a womanizer. So far, Piers approved. Vale still bore watching, though. Jess had been hurt way too often.

	“Not much farther now.” Jess’s injury gave Vale a reason to keep an arm around her waist.

	The cave gradually lightened, the floor sloping upward. Daylight! Yes!

	Even tired from running, Piers managed to put on a bit of steam toward the light. Oh, light. Glorious light. It seemed he’d been in darkness for days.

	At last, an opening appeared before them. As one, they surged toward the vision of blue skies and puffy white clouds.

	Too late, they noticed what else awaited them.

	King Fuckwad Radre.
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	Wycke pulled in a deep breath. And another. And another. The arms clutching him fell away, and he stared down at the closed eyes of his savior.

	Two guards grabbed his arms, hauling him upward. But… the gargoyle! They couldn’t just leave her.

	“A traitor, just like your father,” spat a third guard, a captain, based on his uniform.

	Magic! Where are you? Wycke barely had time to brace before a fist slammed into his gut through his poor attempt at a shield. He sagged, supported by his escort.

	The captain looped a golden chain over each of Wycke’s wrists. “This will suppress any magic. Now, bring him.”

	“Lawless bastard,” sneered the man on Wycke’s left. He spat on the ground, yanking Wycke forward. Wycke’s other escort kept quiet, no doubt keeping his head down lest someone point out that he’d been one of Prince Wicked’s many conquests.

	Wycke’s ears rang from the impact with the ground, and his ribs hurt from the blow. Thankfully, the gargoyle had shielded him from the worst of the fall, or his injuries would’ve been far worse. The other guards parted to let them through, shouting, “Barbarian!” and “Traitor!”

	“Where’s your slut of a sister?” one grinning man asked.

	Oh, hell no! Wycke wrenched free from his guards, launching himself at the asshole who’d dared speak ill of Saris. Wycke slammed his fist into the man’s face; the man shrieked, clutching his bloody nose.

	A beefy guard wrapped his arms around Wycke, pulling him back. “Don’t give them a reason to hurt you.”

	Wycke twisted around to see Saris’s personal guard clutching him tightly. Sympathy shone from Sir Broderick’s eyes. “Your sister would have my ass if I let any harm come to you.”

	Saris. “You heard what he said about her!” Wycke grumbled. The more he writhed, the tighter Broderick held on.

	“Yes, and I’ll show him the error of his ways. Now is not the time or the place.”

	The two who’d taken Wycke from the gargoyle latched onto his arms again. This time, enough of his senses returned to allow Wycke to walk on his own without being dragged.

	He glanced back over his shoulder, seeing only flattened grass where the gargoyle had lain.
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	Although Wycke hadn’t fought—much—the guards took great delight in the extra punch or kick until Sir Broderick intervened. Many Dhugach guards quietly hated Wycke since his arrival at the palace, the enemy who’d had the king’s ear for too long. The prince they’d been forced to respect because of his sister, the queen.

	Queen no more if Radre now sank his hooks into High King Broen. Saris’s rejection of her mate could only be tolerated for so long.

	Wycke sat in what amounted to a dungeon in Dhugach, where digging underground wasn’t an option due to proximity to the sea. Instead, some ancient king had built cells into a volcanic cave system, the volcano long asleep. At least Wycke got his wish to be away from the monotonous palace marble.

	Now he sat in a natural cave, surrounded by dull gray stone. Although the window appeared completely open, spells, from a time when the average builder possessed more magic, kept the rain out and prisoners in.

	At least a breeze managed to penetrate the invisible barrier, keeping him somewhat cooler. He sat on the floor, leaned against the wall, and winced. Ow. The back of his head hurt. His ribs hurt, and many other parts of his abused body. The gargoyle’s body had cushioned him surprisingly well. So, she’d only looked like stone.

	Her blood stained his clothing. Was she all right? Had she escaped?

	No other prisoners shuffled around nearby, and no new arrivals appeared after Wycke. Had Saris escaped? Piers?

	Out of favor with the king or not, Saris wasn’t likely to be imprisoned in a cell with common criminals. More likely, kept in her room. Though how house arrest—a term learned from human-realm television—differed from her typical day-to-day existence, Wycke couldn’t say.

	The truth hit him. Why Saris couldn’t love her mate, didn’t want him. Didn’t want to give him children.

	Although Broen showed kindness to Saris and her errant brother, asked her opinion on matters of state, she’d never be an equal. Not when confined to the palace. Even her brief forays out-of-doors included guards not only assigned to protect her but to confine. A long talk with his brother-by-joining waited in the future if Wycke survived long enough to air his grievances.

	With nothing better to do, he removed his wristband and opened his mind, searching out his sister. Nothing. He tried for Piers. Again, nothing. Unsurprising, since only the most powerful and best-trained mages and sorcerers could connect at a distance. He and Piers shared a days-old bond.

	But wait. Did the inability to sense them mean they were at a distance? Wycke could only hope.

	Yet, he’d sensed Piers’ distress from another realm. Maybe the connection required strong emotion.

	What became of the gargoyle who’d tried to help him? The pair of winged champions had come from the sea, not the mountains they so dearly loved. Please let the gargoyle be okay, he beseeched listening deities.

	He stared at a bruise on his forearm, imagining unblemished skin. At least the guards removed the golden chains before tossing him into his cell. Slowly, purple faded, turning the yellow and green of a week-old injury, then fading entirely. He probed the spot with one finger. No pain.

	He lifted his shirt, repeating the process with his ribs, then his head, and on and on. In the end, he’d healed himself, actually healed himself, and removed most of the bloodstains.

	Then collapsed onto the floor in an exhausted heap, using his discarded leather jacket as a pillow.

	So, magic wasn’t endless, and he’d used far more than he’d realized until the end. Or maybe magic held out as long as necessary, then needed replenishment. If only he’d been able to disclose his talents earlier and receive proper training.

	But then, some unscrupulous sorcerer might have drained him. He gave a humorless laugh. Didn’t matter now. He’d soon be dead anyway.

	All because his brother—or what appeared to be his brother—wanted him dead. Wanted his magic.

	What would they do with him? He’d been taken from the room as a child and didn’t witness Lady Nyanda’s fate, but he’d heard the screams, felt ripples in what might have been the magic he’d been told lived under the castle. Being stripped of magic must hurt, like having one’s heart pulled out.

	Nothing mattered as long as Saris and Piers escaped. What would have happened if Wycke had left Piers alone, not felt the need to seduce him and awaken dormant powers? Would Piers still be bartending, living with Jess? And what about the cat they’d mentioned? Kitty? Who took care of the poor creature in their absence?

	Then Wycke recalled better moments: dancing with Piers on a sidewalk, walking hand-in-hand, sharing a bottle of wine. Chatting openly without having to measure every word. Honestly and truly enjoying the company of another.

	Then, Piers in the hotel room, their mouths crushed together as magic swirled around them, bonding them together. Wycke gave a shiver despite the heat of the cell.

	While Piers slept, Wycke had wrapped around him, holding him close. If he only cuddled in secret, he could still keep his reputation intact, right?

	But suddenly, he didn’t feel the need for that reputation. Always before, Prince Wicked held the power, outranking his lovers. Piers was, without doubt, the one with the power now. Still, he didn’t even recognize his superiority, let alone hold it over Wycke’s head. At least, not yet. With Piers, Wycke could be himself. May the man never change.

	Wycke lapsed into a doze, jolting awake when iron clanged against iron. Someone approached. His heart leaped, then plummeted when he recognized voices: his sister’s and possibly Jess’s.

	“I say he betrayed us!” Saris spat, as angry as he’d ever heard her.

	“And I say he didn’t. Weren’t you the one who said his kind didn’t want power? Then why lead us straight to your brother? Your brother, I might add. A card-carrying asshole.”

	“I am not responsible for what Radre does,” Saris barked before adding, “and yes, he is an asshole.”

	“Good. We finally agree on something.” Jess harrumphed.

	A guard passed Wycke’s cell, rolling his eyes. Not a new argument, then. Old enough to fray the guard’s nerves.

	But Jess. Saris. Here. They’d been caught. How about Piers? Who betrayed them? Whose kind? Wycke struggled to his feet, gripping the metal bars of his cell to stay upright. “Saris? Jess? Piers?”

	Saris came into view first, rushed across the floor, and gripped Wycke’s hands over the bars. “Wycke! Thank the ancestors, you’re okay.” She brought her fingers over his face. “We saw the gargoyle fall. Thought you’d been crushed.”

	“She protected me, but I didn’t get a chance to ask about her.” The gargoyle had definitely been female, with her breasts pressed against Wycke as they’d flown. “I don’t see Piers! Where is Piers? And what happened to you?”

	Saris looked a little worse for the wear, a black smudge marring one cheek and hair slipping free from her uneven braid.

	She stared down at her hands, now holding Wycke’s. “Radre sent most of his guards to bring Jess and me back here. I’m so sorry. He took Piers with him.”

	Wycke dropped his voice to a whisper. “Who betrayed you?”

	“The elf,” she spat. “Led us straight to Radre.”

	“He did not!” Jess snapped, joining them by the bars. “He was just as surprised as we were.”

	Saris glared. “What do they call those acting awards in your realm? School awards?”

	“Academy,” Wycke offered. “I didn’t get any deceitful feelings from him.” He should know, having spent his whole life surrounded by courtiers, the most deceitful creatures in the realm.

	Saris patted his shoulder. “Sometimes, it’s the ones we trust the most who betray us.”

	“He didn’t betray us!” Jess cried again.

	“Then why isn’t he here, getting his own cell?” Saris barked, then quieted.

	“I… I don’t know.” Jess stared down, absently rubbing the image of an elf on her arm.

	Wycke couldn’t help staring. “Jess? Would you come here a moment?”

	Jess backed Saris away with a growl and approached Wycke’s cell.

	“Hold out your arms.”

	She did as told.

	Wycke stared at the inked images: elves, mermen, sorcerers, centaurs, fairies. And not the fanciful depictions the human realm favored, but how they really were, except for something likely meant to depict a hellhound. “Do these pictures have meaning for you?”

	Jess shrugged. “Piers drew them. Me and my coworkers inked them.”

	Wycke ran a finger over the likeness of a raven on the back of her wrist. On some level, Piers had known of his homeland.

	Jess turned, tugging her shirt up to expose her back. A black dragon with hints of deep blue covered the skin, talons outstretched, maw gaping, eyes red.

	“Move along,” the guard shouted, pointing down the narrow corridor.

	Jess lowered her shirt.

	“I have to go.” Saris gave Wycke’s shoulder a quick squeeze before letting go. “Please take care of yourself. This isn’t over yet. Don’t give up.” Slowly, slowly, she backed away. Head high, she said to the guard, “Lead on.” She, Jess, and the guard disappeared down the corridor.

	Two distinct clangs sounded from slamming doors, so the women weren’t kept together. Might be a good thing, given their bickering. Why betray them? The elf had appeared genuinely smitten by Jess. The attraction should have prevented him from causing her harm.

	Then again, hadn’t Wycke’s own attraction led to harm for Piers, however unintended?

	With them all captured, who could possibly help? Chynne? Did Wycke trust the cat/spider/snake/whatever, who’d been familiar to the vilest woman ever to exist? How could Wycke trust him? Well, no, he couldn’t, not when Wycke sat here while Chynne wandered free in the realm.

	“Prince Wycke?” A hulking figure stood at the door.

	Wycke’s heart gave a happy lurch. “Sir Broderick? What are you doing here?”

	Sir Broderick bowed his head, the white in his dark hair showing more. He’d been middle-aged when he’d become Saris’s guard. “I’m sorry I didn’t protect Her Majesty. My commander relieved me of the duty when she disappeared, or I would have prevented her arrest.”

	Wycke hadn’t even thought of repercussions to the innocent. “How long were we gone?”

	“Two days.”

	Two days. Wow. “Only a few hours passed in the human realm.”

	Broderick gave a sad smile. “Going to the human realm is forbidden without the high king’s approval, and I should have prevented her from leaving. She is my duty.”

	Wycke snorted. “Is there anyone who believes Saris doesn’t do precisely as she wants?” Except escape. And Broen had approved Wycke’s travel, sort of.

	“Until lately? I always wondered when the cage would close in too much, and she’d fly.”

	So, Wycke wasn’t the only one to see his sister's growing need for freedom.

	“I’ve come to warn you,” the grizzled guard said.

	“Warn me of what?”

	“The high king is, well, there are those who say he’s been ensorcelled by Radre. I’ll not call him your brother because I don’t believe the man strutting about the palace is related to you and Queen Saris.” The edges of Sir Broderick’s mouth twitched, his regard warming. “Both of you have bratty moments, but you’ve never been malicious.”

	Ice formed in Wycke’s gut. So, more people realized the change in Radre. “He’s calling the shots?” Doomed! They were all doomed!

	“Shots? What shots?”

	Oh. Not everyone had forayed into the human realm to understand human terms. “The words coming out of the high king’s mouth were put there by Radre.”

	Broderick stared for one long moment, then nodded. “I believe that is true. But, unfortunately, I don’t know how to help without becoming guilty of treason myself. What good would I do any of you if I joined you in a cell?”

	Fair point. “Have you spoken to Saris?”

	“I cannot bring myself to. I have let her down. From the day she trusted me to guard her, she’s become a daughter to me. She never looked down her nose at a lowly guard.” Sir Broderick met and held Wycke’s gaze, words deliberate. “She never saw a difference in where we were born or commented on the troll blood in my veins.”

	“Troll blood? She never told me.” Wycke pulled back for a better look. Yes, Broderick was uncommonly tall and stockily built, though relatively small for a troll. Those brow ridges…

	Broderick flashed a bashful half-smile. “More to admire. She didn’t share my secret, even with you, her trusted confidant. The lady is worth so much more than the life she’s been given.

	“Poor girl. Taken from her home and made a prisoner, her father executed, then commanded to join with someone not of her choosing. Through it all, she maintained her dignity. I took insults from my fellow guards when she requested me, and I refused promotions to remain by her side. Whatever she needs from me, I’ll do.”

	Okay. Sir Broderick might be only a single ally, yet powerful in his own right. Devotion also made him valuable. “Is there any way you can get us out of here?” Wycke could only hope the man’s loyalty ran so deep.

	“At the moment, you’re in the safest place I can think of. You can’t easily be taken or harmed while under the watchful eye of the guards.”

	“That’s what you think. They have no love for Saris or me.”

	“You are mistaken.” Broderick wrapped the fingers of one large hand around a bar separating him from Wycke. “Many, myself included, have come to admire your sister. She’s smart, wise, and compassionate. She’s also not afraid to drink and swear when necessary, and otherwise make herself relatable.”

	“Saris? Drink and swear?” Wycke shot his gaze to the left, though he’d never see his sister through rock walls.

	Broderick’s face reddened to his ears. “And now I’ve betrayed a confidence. She learns much from courtiers and guards by pouring wine while playing cards.”

	The crafty little schemer. “Will the high king have her executed?”

	“High King Broen would never harm her. The puppet under your brother’s sway? I have no answer. Those loyal to your sister have banded together. Her mate is so busy seeing to endless trivial petitions that whatever plans Radre has for him will have to wait. The more time he waits, the more time Sorcerer Aberfrer has to discover what kind of hold Radre placed on our king.”

	Very telling that Broderick didn’t refer to Radre as “King Radre.” What exactly did the omission mean? That he didn’t see Radre as king or didn’t see Myrgren as a kingdom?

	Was Piers’ secret still a secret? Radre, a known enemy, knew. Only a matter of time before others did unless Radre killed Piers first.

	No. Wycke would rather die himself than think of an outcome in which Piers didn’t survive. Jeez. Poor guy. Dropped into the ultimate nightmare.

	Then again, if Piers died, from what Chynne said, Wycke would follow close behind.

	It wasn’t only Piers’ and Wycke’s lives in the balance, or their nearest and dearest, but possibly all the citizens of this realm. “During the war, great harm came to the other races of this realm at the hands of my own. And now it’s rare to see them in Dhugach. I’ve also encountered those who’ve abandoned this realm totally, living in the human realm.”

	“Very true,” Sir Broderick agreed.

	“Then why help us?”

	“Because we who aren’t fully human, or human at all, see something in you and Saris we don’t see in others of your kind. Fairness. A willingness to believe we’re your equals, worth listening to.”

	Wow! Someone looked at Wycke and Saris and saw “fair”? “Don’t you feel that way about High King Broen?”

	“Yes. But he lacks the boldness to sacrifice what’s comfortable for what’s right.”

	And now the high king answered to Radre. Only a matter of time before Radre carried out whatever sinister plan he’d hatched. Wycke had to get out of this cell. For that, he needed someone powerful. Someone who shared his suspicions about Radre. Whatever. Revealing himself to a royal sorcerer might be a good way to get killed.

	They’d all die anyway if he remained imprisoned, and if the worst-case came to be, he’d rather die at Aberfrer’s hand than Radre’s.

	“Do you have any love for sorcerers?” he asked Sir Broderick.

	Broderick studied Wycke for a long moment, a touch of cunning in his eyes. “Are you asking if I trust Aberfrer?”

	Wycke exhaled a noisy breath, heart hammering in his chest. “No. I’m asking if I can.”
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	Piers lay naked on a long table, arms pinned to his sides. A long, rough, hard stone table. Though no visible bindings held him, few muscles moved at his command. His heart pounded. This had to be some horrible nightmare where he dreamed he was awake and couldn’t get out of bed. Any moment now, his shrill phone alarm would pull him from this horror, or Jess would shake him awake with concern in her eyes she wouldn’t let show any other way. She’d had her share of bad dreams too.

	Couldn’t the ruler of nightmares at least cover Piers’ junk with a sheet or something?

	Though he couldn’t move his head, he shifted his eyes, taking in as much of the room as possible. Old rock walls peeked out through sagging tapestries. He stared out an open window at snow-covered mountains, the kind of background used on Christmas cards. No glass, but no cold seemed to penetrate the window.

	A fire crackled somewhere nearby, radiating warmth over his right side. Incense hung thick in the air; the cloying kind Max burned in his office to cover the pot smell when he smoked a joint on the job. The heavy scent instantly clogged Piers’ throat with cotton, stuffing his sinuses.

	Front and center stood the biggest asshole in two entire realms.

	Looking at Piers’ naked body.

	“Ah, my dearest. Many times you lay upon this table as a baby while I took your blood for my spells.” Radre ran a finger down the scar on Piers’ sternum. “You have something of mine. I want it back.”

	My dearest? Brother of Wycke’s or not, somewhere King Radre of Myrgren lost all his marbles. His picture should be in the dictionary under “batshit crazy.”

	Radre continued stroking Piers’ chest. Piers tried desperately to wriggle away. “I put my most precious possession in a strong, locked box. To get it back, I must break the seal.” Wycke swore this realm had no television, but Radre the Insane showed all the signs of too many late nights watching sinister B-movie villains.

	Radre bent at the waist, long white braids brushing against Piers’ skin. Mouth close enough for his foul breath to ghost over Piers’ cheek, Radre said, “Are you aware of how you fell into my hands? Hmmm? Not even a little bit curious?”

	Even if the bastard spoke the truth by some chance, Piers couldn’t believe a word he said. Best to take every syllable for a lie. “Not in the least.” By all appearances, Vale led them right to their enemy and hadn’t been seen since, yet Piers’ heart told him Vale didn’t lie. He’d had the opportunity to steal Piers’ magic yet only took enough to heal Jess.

	Then again, given Jess’s past horrible choices in men…

	Radre straightened, letting out a cruel laugh. “You should be curious. Don’t you wonder how I found you so quickly? You see, your lover grew tired of you. You, who’d rather be human than embrace your destiny. You bored him.”

	Liar! Piers once more saw Wycke, the warmth in his eyes. They’d just met and somehow accidentally bonded, but nothing he felt from Wycke implied they’d part ways anytime soon.

	Which wasn’t even an option, Chynne claimed.

	Besides, Wycke didn’t know Piers got away, and certainly not how. If Saris hadn’t been aware of the caves, was Wycke? Hadn’t Vale said the caves kept others out?

	Too bad whatever magic protected the caves didn’t keep others from waiting for Piers, Jess, Saris, and Vale on the other side.

	Radre continued spinning a web of lies. “He knew you’d never leave him alone, you pathetic little insect, so he gave you to me. He never even demanded payment. It’s the first thing my brother ever did that made any sense.” The asshole didn’t know when to shut the hell up. “He said you were only good as a vessel for his spending.”

	Piers nearly laughed out loud. Vessel for his spending? Really? Wycke didn’t talk like a poor excuse for a period-drama actor.

	Whatever spell held Piers in place dampened his connection to Wycke, or perhaps they were physically too far apart. Crazy Train couldn’t possibly know of Wycke and Piers’ accidental bonding. If he did, he’d know Wycke could no more sacrifice Piers than his own life. To break their bond, one must die. The fate of the other would be the same. No divorce in the magical realm, if you’d magically bound.

	Besides, Chynne wouldn’t allow betrayal. Piers needed to keep Radre talking. Wycke would come. If not, Jess. Or Chynne. Hadn’t Chynne said he could intervene to save Piers from mortal danger?

	Piers glimpsed a sight to make his blood run cold: his mother’s grimoire laid out on an ornate stand. Oh shit! From this distance, he nearly made out the words. The whisperings almost made sense. The asshole somehow found a way to use it.

	Along the walls, twelve blue-robed figures waited. In the human world, the number had meaning. Maybe twelve meant something here too.

	Radre sneered. “What a sniveling, pathetic thing you are. To think, I spread my legs for your idiot of a father.”

	What the ever-loving fuck?

	“My… my father?” Uncle Lee never mentioned Piers’ father and little about his mother. Was his father gay? Bisexual? He focused on Radre again. Or maybe dear old Dad just flat-out lost his mind. Or kept low standards because, while he bore a resemblance to Wycke, Radre seemed to possess no other good qualities.

	Wait! Piers had regained enough control over his body to speak—a small step in the right direction.

	Radre leaned close again. Damn, what an awful smell. Next time Piers came to this realm, he’d bring some mints. Radre’s breath alone must count for torture, and Piers unable to move away. “You were meant to be king in my original plan. At least for a time. My fallback was to have these poor excuses for mages aid me in carrying out my second plan.”

	“It’s good to have a backup, Uncle Lee always said.”

	“Uncle Lee.” Radre sneered. “It’s a good thing he’s already dead, or he’d pay for his treachery.”

	Treachery?

	Radre ran an ice-cold fingertip along Piers’ jaw. “Want to know my second plan?”

	If only saying no stopped the verbal diarrhea. Oh, for the love of all holy beings. The monologue. The damned monologue. Still, if this asshole enjoyed the sound of his own voice, maybe Piers might live long enough to be rescued.

	“I put something priceless into a box and hid the box someplace safe. Very safe. A place no one would think to look.” Radre drew his finger from Piers’ jaw to the center of his chest, letting out an evil cackle. “And because it stayed there for so long, it grew. My original deposit is worth far more now. But, you see, I sealed it in. No one can open the box. The only way to get inside is to break in.” The man with the too-handsome face and no soul mock pouted. “I’m afraid it’s going to hurt. You. Not me.”

	He whirled, his cape whipping behind him. Piers caught a whiff of singed wool. “If you think your friends are coming for you, you’re sadly mistaken. Or rather, if you think you have friends.” Radre chuckled, a nerve-grating sound best saved for horror movies. Piers could picture him rubbing his hands together and chortling, “Muwhaahaahaa.” “The colorful female with the sharp tongue? You should have heard her screams when I had her hacked limb from limb.”

	“What?” Jess? Dead? Pain refused to come. She wasn’t dead; she couldn’t be. She’d also never die screaming. Cursing a blue streak, maybe, but never screaming. What of Wycke, Saris, and Chynne?

	“The queen is in a cell, waiting for her mate’s decision on her fate.” Radre turned and smiled. “I gave him a nudge toward beheading. Aren’t I merciful? She had her purposes once. No more.”

	“But… But… She’s your sister.”

	“Do you think so? You’re even more of a lackwit than I thought. A pity, though. With your parentage, you really could have ruled all of Tirra Neu.”

	Rule Tirra Neu? What the fuck? Piers shuddered at the thought. He didn’t even like to be shift lead at work, let alone run a kingdom. “Wycke will come for me.”

	“Wycke betrayed you! How else could I have found you?”

	No. Wycke was too stubborn to cooperate with this jerkoff and wouldn’t give him as much as a stick of used gum.

	Funny, Radre never mentioned Chynne. If Piers got out of this alive, he’d find out how to release Chynne from service. The cat/dragon/spider/snake/motorcycle deserved to be free.

	A touch of indecision crossed Radre’s face, gone in an instant. “Doesn’t it hurt to know your friend is gone, and your lover betrayed you?”

	“If it were true, maybe, but you lie.” Down in his soul, Piers felt the truth of the words, the sweet taste of them in his mouth.

	Radre glared down his long nose. “Do you know I killed your father?”

	Piers fought a guffaw at the movie line the words brought to mind. Hello. My name is Piers Adams… “I didn’t know him, so why should I care about a sperm donor?”

	The robed figures along the wall began chanting.

	Radre barked, “Shut up, you fools!” He gripped Piers’ jaw in a painful grasp. “I will break the box and take what I put there.”

	“I don’t care about some damned box. Where is it anyway?”

	The smile on Radre’s lips bore no good for Piers—or anyone else. “In your heart. To take what’s mine, I must break your heart.”
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	Royal Sorcerer Aberfrer sat across from Wycke, his large frame dwarfing the cell and the comfortable chair the guards had brought for him. Even dressed casually in breeches and a simple shirt instead of the garish purple robes of his station, he’d never be mistaken for an average human. Too much authority radiated from him.

	He also smelled of either incense or a bordello.

	“Why do you believe some evil force has taken over your brother?” The kingdom’s oldest living resident chewed a thumbnail, the mundane action at odds with his reputation and the importance of the next few moments to Wycke. Aberfrer’s bushy eyebrows might have been independent entities in their own right, the way they shifted contrary to his neutral expression.

	Wycke sat on the hard stone floor, reflecting on his latest encounters with Radre. “He doesn’t act like him. Says bizarre things.” Called Wycke brother. “Also, since when has he been able to wield fire?”

	Too dangerous to confess that Wycke also wielded fire. Radre could have said the same about Wycke, but Radre approaching a powerful sorcerer like Aberfrer seemed doubtful. A powerful sorcerer sworn to protect High King Broen.

	Aberfrer leaned forward in his chair. Wycke swore he heard the sounds of ancient bones creaking. The tips of slightly pointed ears peeked out from hair gone white, a testament to an elf ancestor. Interesting. Wycke had never noticed before. Had his increased awareness of magic allowed him to see differently? Was that why he’d never noticed Sir Broderick’s heritage?

	“Your brother has never been considered particularly stable,” Aberfrer finally said.

	True. “Have you noticed how different the king acts lately whenever Radre is around?”

	Aberfrer cleared his throat. “No offense intended, but your brother has a tendency to make many people behave unreasonably.”

	Wycke went out on a limb, speaking of things he didn’t honestly know but strongly suspected. “Yes, but Broen makes no secret of not trusting Radre. Why all the private meetings? Why does Broen tolerate a man he claims to distrust?”

	Aberfrer narrowed his eyes. “High King Broen to you.”

	Wycke huffed out a laugh. “He’s my brother-by-bonding, as much as the good citizens of Dhugach might prefer otherwise.” The men and women who so recently sought Wycke’s favor—and his bed—now likely denied knowing him.

	If they learned of his magic, they’d say he ensorcelled them. No, if he needed to lure anyone to his bed, he’d have aimed much higher.

	“You say he’s been acting oddly, yet you haven’t been around King Radre lately, have you?” Aberfrer wove his gnarled fingers, stained by potions and other tools of his trade, together in his lap.

	Wycke had been around Radre more than Aberfrer knew and much more than preferable. “Then you admit it’s true. For how long? He’d been a little shit growing up but never particularly smart or ambitious. My brother went from no magic to creating portals instantly. He also arrived unannounced and struck Saris. He’s never been violent before.”

	Aberfrer’s snow-white eyebrows nearly met in the center of his wrinkled forehead. “He arrived several days ago and has been in many meetings with the high king. Are you saying he’s recently been to the palace before then?”

	“Yes. Several times that I’m aware of.”

	Aberfrer stared at a spot over Wycke’s shoulder, stroking his beard. “If he’s arriving unannounced and undetected by me or my mages, he’s either grown very powerful indeed or is working with someone who is.”

	Wycke voiced his deepest fear. “Or someone is working through him.”

	Several moments passed, Aberfrer opening and closing his mouth without speaking. Finally, he said, “You believe King Radre is possessed?”

	A human saying came to Wycke’s mind: He’s definitely not the one in the driver’s seat. “It’s not unheard of, is it?”

	“Only a truly powerful sorcerer or sorceress might possess another, magical or otherwise.” Aberfrer rose and paced the cell. His leather slippers scuffed against the stone floor. “My mages and I have tried to determine what is wrong with King Radre and have not reached a sufficient conclusion.”

	Aberfrer paused his circuit of the tiny cell, letting out a sigh. “I only know of one other who commanded such power, but she’s been dead for many seasons.”

	Interesting. Nyanda. Everything came back to Nyanda. But why would a reborn Nyanda want to kill her son if such a rebirth were even possible? Did she know Piers was her son? If they all lived through this, Wycke would never let Radre hear the end of the matter. “What if she isn’t dead?” he ventured.

	“I executed her myself. Took her magic.” Aberfrer stared out the enchanted window toward the sea. The window let in a soft breeze and gave prisoners something to look at and mourn having lost. Rather than a kindness, seeing the freedom they’d never have added to the torment. “She was more powerful than I, yet I took her magic with ease. Not nearly as much as I thought she should possess, even after casting defensive spells over the entire castle.” He spun, wobbled, and caught himself with a hand to the chair back. “What do you remember of that day?”

	“My guard woke me up… said to…”

	“No, no.” Aberfrer swatted a hand, a crease reforming between his brows. “Later. When you appeared before High King Umbri.”

	“I was small then. I don’t remember,” Wycke lied. He never forgot the day his life changed so drastically. Seeing his guard struck dead, not seeing but knowing his father met the sword. His sister, putting on a brave face while her knees trembled under her skirts. Wycke had felt them when she’d pulled him close.

	“Your memories could shed some light on the situation.”

	Wycke didn’t want to revisit the horror. He really didn’t want to. That day still caused nightmares. “One of King Umbri’s men killed my guard and ordered me to the great hall. Saris came in. Then we were made to leave.”

	Aberfrer nodded. “After which High King Umbri passed judgment on Lady Nyanda.”

	And Wycke’s father paid the price for treason. “High King Umbri sentenced her to death.”

	“Right after I carried out her sentence, King Umbri and Lady Nyanda’s guard fell dead. At the time, I thought maybe she’d bespelled them before kneeling on the floor. Did you notice anything strange when you left the room?”

	Strange? Like King Umbri’s banners hanging from the walls and not Wycke’s family’s? The smoke pouring in from the windows from the city burning around them? How he’d love to tear those memories from his mind. Of hearing how Nyanda threw her infant son from a tower… “No. Saris took me out, and Radre came with us.”

	“Hmmm…” Aberfrer strolled back and forth. “I’ve always wondered how so powerful a sorceress contained so little magic at the end.”

	From what Wycke had heard, she’d been powerful, even holding back the invading forces for a time. “Maybe she used all her power in the battle.”

	“Perhaps. However, Myrgren Castle sits on a vein of pure magic for those who can gain access, as she did. She’d have tapped in and called limitless power.”

	Which explained why Wycke accidentally used magic there before being brought to the capital. He hadn’t tried to tap the wellspring during his spy mission with Saris. “If it’s so powerful, why don’t you do the same?”

	Aberfrer shook his shaggy white head. “A human body wasn’t meant to hold so much raw energy. It takes its toll on mind and body.”

	“Were there ways for her to, I don’t know, put it somewhere?”

	“Like in a box?”

	“Sure. Or her grimoire, her familiar.” Hopefully, Chynne still lived. Wycke might need a rescue if he couldn’t find common ground here.

	If the blasted familiar put in an appearance.

	“Magic requires a magical soul, once separated from the source, no matter how tiny the spark. Power never survives placement into an inanimate object. It must have a living host.”

	“An animal, maybe?” Chynne?

	“Possibly. A person is preferable.”

	Wycke shot his gaze upward, connecting with Aberfrer’s. “What about her son?”

	“Her son is dead, killed by her own hand.”

	“Did you see a body?” Of course, Wycke couldn’t come out and tell this man of Piers’ existence directly, only to have him kill Wycke, take his power, then hunt Piers. But if it could save Piers…

	“No, but your sister assured us…” A thoughtful look replaced the doubt on the old man’s face.

	How could Wycke reveal enough of the truth without revealing too much? “At the time, my sister was little more than a girl, who feared you’d kill a helpless baby. So, of course, she lied.”

	A touch of understanding lit Aberfrer’s eyes. “It all makes sense now. Sorceress Nyanda transferred magic to her son.”

	She what? The magic wasn’t Piers’? “But why? It’s not like she’d live again through him.”

	“There were so many people in the room.” Aberfrer resumed his pacing, muttering to himself all the while. Maybe he’d gotten too close to lots of magic at some point. Wycke wouldn’t swear to the man’s sanity.

	Oh, the stories told to Wycke of Myrgren’s sorceress. The only positive thing he’d ever heard about the woman was her lovely eyes and cold beauty.

	“From what I’ve gathered about Nyanda, she’d look for someone in a better position to further her goals.” Someone like… “A mage, perhaps,” Wycke offered.

	Aberfrer regarded Wycke with a bit more respect than a moment ago. “No. Not a mage. A suddenly powerful mage might draw too much notice. She’d want someone in power, certainly, though not necessarily with ample magical abilities of their own, if she wanted to go undetected.”

	Wycke pulled in a deep breath, heart pounding a frantic beat. “A soon-to-be-crowned king?”

	Aberfrer’s eyes widened. Then widened some more. “Lady Nyanda hid the bulk of her power in her son and sent him away. Gave him to your sister, correct?”

	Please, let Wycke not be throwing Saris under a human-realm bus. All she’d knowingly done was save a child. She hadn’t intended to help the sorceress, had she? No. Never. She’d hidden the child to protect both the child and Wycke, kept Sir Broderick’s secret out of loyalty, would never aid such evil. “Yes. She sent him to the human realm in the care of a trusted guard.”

	“Your brother may possess just enough magical ability to house Nyanda’s spirit. Between my draining her and what she gave to her son, she needed to rebuild before she could come out of hiding.”

	“It’s been a long time.”

	“Magic takes time. If she indeed possesses your brother, she’s had many seasons to grow, reconnect with her followers, reach the level of magic needed to tap the wellspring.”

	Wycke took a huge chance on telling this man about Piers, and the silver cuff hid the majority of Wycke’s abilities. Chynne could take the blame for building the portals they’d used.

	Taking someone’s power killed them. If Nyanda took power from Piers… If Wycke didn’t trust this man, get his help, Piers could soon be dead.

	And Nyanda returned, more powerful and power-hungry than ever.

	“Some of her former followers have been missing for several seasons,” Aberfrer mused. “Their bodies haven’t been found.”

	The mages he’d seen in the human realm, when he’d battled Radre. “Want to make a wager you’ll find them at Myrgren Castle?” Something occurred to Wycke then. “Do you know the father of Nyanda’s child?” Chynne said it wasn’t Father but never said who.

	“After I returned from a journey one day, High King Umbri carried on about a beautiful noblewoman he’d entertained. He looked everywhere, but none of the courtiers recalled her.” Aberfrer huffed out a laugh devoid of any humor. “My mages could not detect her glamour, and I thought the woman arriving the very day I left highly suspicious.” He sat heavily into his chair again, face grim. Or rather, grimmer than usual. “The timing would have been right…”

	For the love of all the gods. Was Piers High King Broen’s paternal brother?

	Next in line for the throne. Did Nyanda merely want her magic back, or did she intend to depose Broen, take over her son’s body, and rule herself?

	“Aberfrer, if you don’t let Saris and me out of these cells, you’re going to have a dead king on your hands.”

	Aberfrer snapped to attention. “What do you mean?”

	Please let me be doing the right thing. A deep breath didn’t calm Wycke’s wildly pounding heart. “Radre has far more power than he should, and Lady Nyanda’s son has returned to the magical realm.”

	Aberfrer gasped. “Do you know where he is?”

	With all Wycke’s heart, he hoped he did the right thing. “I imagine he’s a prisoner at Myrgren Castle.”

	“How do you know all this?”

	Wycke gritted his teeth. Could he trust Aberfrer? If he didn’t, he stood no hope of helping his mate. With a weary sigh, he confessed, “He and I are bonded.”
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	Saris wore her plain attire as regally as the queen she was. She sat in a chair in Aberfrer's oversized office, Jess behind her, turning her messy braid into something more befitting her station. Perhaps they'd settled their differences.

	Over hair.

	“Will Broen be all right?” Saris asked, wringing her hands together in her lap.

	So, she did care for her mate. Too bad she'd waited so long, possibly too long to do Broen, or their relationship, any good.

	How could she not care for her mate? The bond guaranteed that Piers occupied Wycke’s mind. Or did more than the bond make his heart ache for what Piers could be enduring, even now?

	Aberfrer sat behind a massive desk, which was proportionate to the room. Everything appeared built for the man’s generous size. Even the books arranged on his bookcase started on the third shelf.

	Large windows looked out over the sea. Six chairs, all in shades of green, took up space haphazardly in the office. Wycke wouldn’t question the one facing the corner.

	Though not the typical style in Dhugach, tapestries hung from the walls, depicting… well, Wycke wasn’t sure. He turned his head to the side. Nothing.

	A far cry better than the cells, though.

	Aberfrer laced his fingers together, meaty hands on the desk. “That is yet to be seen, Your Majesty. I have my best mages in attendance, and they've confirmed that the high king has been ensorcelled. They'll do whatever is needed to keep him and the kingdom safe.”

	Eyes down, Saris didn't see the blink-and-you'll-miss-it eye contact between Aberfrer and Wycke. Whatever is needed. He pictured Broen snorting in exasperation at something Wycke did or hiding a laugh from courtiers when Wycke told an inappropriate joke at an inappropriate time.

	Though Wycke considered High King Broen his jailer, Broen wasn't a cruel man. The jokes. The scolding. For all he'd seen less than twenty winters more than Wycke, he’d played the role of father figure much better than Wycke's actual father.

	So much said with a single glance. If they couldn't break Radre's spell, Broen might forfeit his life. The ice forming in Wycke's heart melted. No! They'd find Radre, save Piers, free Broen. Wycke refused to accept a life without Broen's eye rolls and grumbling.

	He also clung tightly to the hope of Saris providing some royal heirs one day and couldn’t wait to see Broen’s eye rolls at the pranks Wycke would teach the tykes to play on their father.

	She so loved children and would be a terrific mother.

	“If they succeed in breaking the spell, will he be himself again?” Saris asked.

	Aberfrer sighed. “There are no guarantees. First, we must locate Radre, then convince him to release the enchantment.”

	Wycke leaned hipshot against the desk, staring down at Aberfrer, even now pouring over a massive tome.

	“I’d intended to establish portals to Myrgren and send soldiers first…” Aberfrer shook his head. “One of my mages made an attempt. Radre has constructed wards around the castle. No matter where we arrive, he'll sense us. We'll lose the element of surprise. The counselors King Broen sent to guide him are either dead or otherwise unresponsive.”

	Wards. Something new. Which proved Piers' location in Wycke's mind and possibly explained why he couldn’t sense his mate. There'd been no wards during his and Saris’s foray into their old home—none that he’d felt, at any rate, except for one on the tower door. If Radre sensed the intrusion, he’d have happily taken them prisoner.

	They'd wasted so much time already. They needed to act now. “Too slow. Soldiers will only be in the way during a magical fight.”

	“There are few alternatives to get there quickly, with the mountain passes closed. Besides, with wards, he'll know instantly of anything coming overland.” Aberfrer studied the map laid out before him on the desk.

	Saris stood abruptly, nearly knocking Jess on the floor. “I’m going. My mate, my brother, and my brother-by-bonding are at stake. We have to find a way.”

	Aberfrer kept his voice calm in the face of Saris’s outburst. “Your Majesty, even if I could manage a portal, it's not safe.”

	“I command you!” Never before had Saris been so queenly. “Until a time when the king formally breaks our bond, I am queen consort, and you will obey my orders.”

	“Damn, girl. You don't play, do you?” Jess held up a hand. Saris stared until Jess lowered the hand. “I guess you don't have high fives in this place.”

	Wait! Could Saris’s bond be broken? Despite having limited magic, she and Broen had been declared compatible. “Can that even happen? Breaking the bond?”

	Aberfrer gave a terse nod. “The king and queen, while compatible, have minimal power, definitely not mage or sorcerer level. So yes, it’s possible that their bonding can be dissolved.”

	But what if Broen died before then?

	“I'm going. I'm bonded to Piers… um, Pieravor.” Although Wycke couldn't feel their bond now, once closer, maybe the bond could tell him Piers' exact location, condition, and state of mind.

	They'd only just met, then accidentally bonded. They had some serious getting to know each other to do once the crisis ended. Wycke desperately wanted the time.

	“Piers is my bestie,” Jess chimed in. “If we're going to kick ass and get him back, I want to get a few good licks in.”

	“A portal of the necessary size takes time, especially to create one undetected, even if I knew how to achieve such a feat.” Aberfrer's tone held little promise.

	Not good enough. “I already told you,” Wycke barked, “too fucking slow!” He turned apologetic eyes to Saris and Jess. His mind conjured horrible images of Piers' torture.

	“Fuck yeah!” both women shouted.

	Wait? What?

	“Do you have a better suggestion?” Aberfrer glared upward.

	“Might I offer some assistance?” A spider crawled over the desktop, shifting into a cat. Any wounds Chynne received while fighting as a boar appeared healed.

	Aberfrer conjured a fireball. “Chynne! Nyanda's familiar!”

	The fire fizzled out. “I'm far more powerful than you'll ever know, old man, since my former mistress couldn’t take all my power for her own. While I couldn’t fight her directly due to our past association, I am now familiar to Pieravor Gimitri. If he falls…” Chynne shuddered. “Desperate times. Have any of you ever ridden a dragon?”
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	Wycke stood in the palace courtyard with Saris, Jess, and Aberfrer. Oh, yes, and Chynne, now transformed into an enormous dragon, with iridescent scales of black, brown, and blue, the same shades as his fur, or Piers' hair.

	An exact match for the image on Jess’s back.

	“I thought you said you couldn't shift into dragon form without your sorcerer,” Wycke pointed out.

	Chynne stretched his neck and wings, causing the surrounding guards to take a few steps back. Those nearby probably heard a growl. Wycke heard a snicker. “I lied.”

	Jess eyed the massive beast with blazing red eyes and enormous wings. “I'm not getting on that!” Chynne certainly made an imposing overgrown flying lizard.

	“Might I remind you I am not a that?” Chynne snipped. “If you wish to help Pieravor, you must come with me.”

	“You can stay here, Jess,” Saris assured her. “You don't have to come. I'm sure we can handle things.”

	Jess puffed out her chest. “Piers is in trouble. I'm coming.” She deflated. “Is there a magical equivalent of Xanax? I kinda”—she scrubbed the toe of her boot in the dirt— “don't like heights.”

	“What is a Xanax?” Chynne asked.

	At the same time, Saris asked, “You don't like heights?”

	Well, damn. If Xanax allowed Jess to get over her fear long enough to help Piers, Wycke would try conjuring some himself. “Something that’ll leave her aware we’re flying but make her not care.” Or so Wycke overheard in a club once; paraphrased, of course.

	Two mages approached; arms filled with bundled leather. A third carried something long, concealed in a blanket. “Lord Aberfrer,” the first said, “we found them. They're old.” He eyed Chynne warily. “No one has seen a dragon in Dhugach in generations, let alone ridden one.”

	Aberfrer began lifting tunics and breeches from the mages. “Your Majesty”—he handed what appeared to be a human-realm jacket to Saris, who nearly buckled under the weight— “these belonged to a long-ago queen, preserved by spells. Not only will these garments keep you warm in our travels, but also offer protection against minor enchantments and blades.”

	One by one, he outfitted Saris, Jess, and Wycke in leather jackets, breeches, and tall over-the-knee boots.

	Jess stared at hers, mouth hanging open, then she grinned. “Wicked!”

	“Yes?” Wycke asked.

	“Oh, not you, Wicked.” Jess held up the clothes. “These are wicked.” To Aberfrer, she said, “Just so we’re clear, you're not getting these back.”

	Aberfrer’s eyes nearly disappeared in the wilderness of his bushy eyebrows on the upward swing of his eye roll.

	Saris and Jess helped each other dress, commenting all the while about braid work on the sleeves and Jess suggesting the addition of zippers. Aberfrer conjured a tent to protect their modesty. Jess? Modesty? Wycke barely knew her but already figured out “Jess” and “modest” weren't well acquainted.

	Especially not after she’d lifted her shirt to show her back in the cells.

	Wycke managed by himself, not caring who saw what. Many of the guards were already well acquainted with his bare ass, and a few whistled as he stripped off his old clothes and put on the new. Besides, every moment he took was one moment longer to get to Piers.

	For all the garments were ancient, they kept a fresh-leather smell and were as supple as a well-worn glove. Like Wycke’s wristband, the clothing adjusted to fit his body. He turned to Aberfrer, now wearing purple robes. “You're not wearing these?”

	“My robes are spelled to keep me protected.” Aberfrer unwrapped the blanket from around a long object. A sword and scabbard. “Since you don't have a suitable grasp on your magic yet, I'd go with brute force.”

	Good thing, since Wycke had hidden his old guard’s sword back in his former bedroom in Myrgren castle.

	But wait! “My magi…” Wycke's mouth dropped open. How had Aberfrer… Yeah. Not a good idea to use even the faintest hint of magic around a man who’d made magic his life’s work.

	Aberfrer smiled, dropping the lid over one eye in a knowing wink. “Give an old sorcerer some credit. If your magics weren't compatible, you couldn't have bonded with Pieravor Gimitri.”

	Before Wycke managed a reply, the women stepped from the tent, fully dressed in matching leather. Aberfrer said, “We must depart.”

	About damned time! Though Wycke had to admit, Saris and Jess looked badass.

	Chynne lowered a wing to the ground. “Me first!” Jess hollered, racing up the wing and perching between two prominent ridges on his neck.

	“Did she forget her fear of heights?” Wycke asked Chynne.

	“I think I might have gone a bit too far with the magical Xanax,” Chynne said. “I've seen her drunk. I worried she might have a high tolerance.”

	Wycke had witnessed Jess drunk too. Not a pretty sight.

	Saris scrambled on after Jess, Wycke after Saris, and Aberfrer last, settling between Chynne’s back ridges. Aberfrer waved a hand. A sensation of being wrapped in a cozy blanket surrounded Wycke. “To keep us on this beastie's back,” Aberfrer explained.

	“I am not a beastie,” Chynne growled, then studied the guards, who’d gotten bolder and crowded around. “Or rather, only when I’m hungry.” The guards instantly retreated, forming a loose circle around them—close enough to watch, not close enough to get eaten.

	Hopefully.

	Wait! Wycke scowled, seeking out the guard who’d insulted Saris. “Chynne, if you must eat before our travels, how about starting with that man.” He pointed. The guard’s eyes went wide.

	Wycke grinned.

	“He doesn’t look tasty.” Chynne turned, flapping his wings. Dust swirled around them, choking Wycke. They lifted off the ground. “Oops!” Chynne snickered. “Sorry!” He didn’t sound sorry in the least. The guards coughed at the dust.

	“Wicked!” shrieked Jess as Chynne made a near-vertical ascent, pushing Wycke back into Aberfrer’s arms.

	“Ah, Wycke,” Aberfrer said, “now you really can say you’ve been in the arms of every man in the realm.”

	Wycke righted himself with a huff, only to slide back into Aberfrer. A particularly sharp ridge on Chynne’s back pressed areas Wycke didn’t want touched while in the sorcerer’s arms. “This is going to be a long ride.”

	Saris and Jess shrieked as Chynne swooped sideways, riding the winds coming in over the sea.

	Wycke palmed his face. “Maybe a portal would've been better.”
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	No fewer than twenty-seven “Wicked!” exclamations from Jess later, to which Wycke answered twenty times, the air grew decidedly cooler. Chynne's dragon-shaped shadow soared upward toward snowcapped mountains.

	“Wicked!” they all shouted in unison, anticipating Jess’s reaction.

	Home. They were going home. Wycke swallowed hard, summoning vague recollections of snow. Small patches appeared intermittently on the ground below, gradually building until no ground showed beneath a layer of white. A long-forgotten crisp scent hit his nose, as well as a hint of woodsmoke rising from a small village beneath them. The scent brought a memory of being in a kitchen, a kindly old cook serving him apple pie.

	Down below, young and old hurried out of their cottages, faces turned toward the sky.

	Wycke scrubbed his hands over his ears. Damn, the cold bit at exposed skin, and his breath might have fogged before his face if it hadn't gotten beaten away by the steady pulse of Chynne's wings.

	Aberfrer leaned closer, warm breath puffing against Wycke’s ear. “I always knew there was more to you than you let on. Magic! I suppose the pretty you wear on your wrist kept me from noticing. That, and your determination to make everyone underestimate you.”

	Wycke’s hard swallow didn’t dislodge the boulder in his throat. Staying silent beat opening his mouth with nothing intelligent to say.

	After a few moments, Aberfrer said, “You can still work minor spells with the wristband. It’ll make it harder for others to detect your magic, but soon, even the runes won’t be able to hide what you are. With practice, when that time comes, you’ll be ready. Now, what might make your ears warm, hmmm?”

	“A hat?”

	“What kind of hat? You must visualize specific details.”

	Wycke imagined a model from one of the fashion magazines he'd read; a knit cap pulled down to his brow. “Now what?”

	“Do you have a clear vision?”

	“Yes.”

	“Want it. Badly.”

	Magic. Aberfrer wanted to teach him magic! Wycke’s fondest desire coming true. He imagined the warm hat covering his ears, how cozy, nice, soft…

	“I'm so cold,” Saris said in front of him, a shiver running through her body. “Eeeek!” She yanked the knitted wool off her head, slinging Wycke’s conjured hat to the winds.

	Wycke sighed.

	“What was that?” Saris barked.

	Aberfrer raised his voice to be heard by Saris. “Wycke is practicing magic. You distracted him. Let this be a lesson for you, Prince Wycke. When using magic, you must never be distracted. By the way, you just threw away a perfectly good spell.”

	“Spell? I didn't chant or anything.” Spells meant words, like Saris’s bonding ceremony. Or were some spells similar to wish magic?

	Aberfrer jostled Wycke with his laugh. “Words are normally used by novices, mages, and for show, though some ancient, darker magic relies on incantations. As for myself, the good citizens of Tirra Neu are less inclined to part with gold if I merely wish something into existence. How boring. No, they want the experience, to be entertained, to dramatically tell their nearest and dearest later, exaggerating more with every telling. I can't disappoint paying customers now, can I? We’ll discuss potions when you’re older, and more intricate conjuring that actually does rely on specific rituals.”

	“How much older?” And did Wycke really want to spend his days chopping sage and hovering over a simmering cauldron?

	Saris leaned to the right, looking over Chynne's sleek sides. “I've changed my mind. Can we go back for the hat? I'm freezing. I don't remember Myrgren being this cold!”

	“You don't know cold.” Jess giggled. “Try being from Minnesota!”

	“What is a Mini Sota?” Aberfrer asked.

	“Apparently, where Jess came from, before she met Piers,” Wycke replied. No need to give away exactly how familiar he'd become with the human realm. The “I Love Miami” shirt in the back of his closet might give a hint.

	Aberfrer wouldn’t let the subject drop. “Where precisely is that?” He waved an idle hand. The air around them grew warmer. Asshole. He could have made them more comfortable a long time ago.

	“Oh, look!” Wycke pointed ahead to change the subject. “Myrgren Castle.” Not a moment too soon. As the words left his mouth, a pull locked onto him, tugging him toward the imposing, gray stone walls. “What the fuck?”

	“What do you feel?” Aberfrer murmured into Wycke's ear, urgency in his tone belying his soft words.

	“I feel… woozy.” Wycke's head spun. He clutched Saris to stay upright. “Piers. Piers is there, but he's drugged or something.”

	“Disconnect a bit. He must be wishing for you, but you can't allow yourself to get drawn into his thoughts. Stay focused. What else do you feel?”

	“Helpless. Immobile. And I’d give those damned mages twenty silvers to stop chanting.” It took Aberfrer pulling Wycke’s hands down for Wycke to realize he'd clapped them over his ears.

	“Focus. Now, where is he? You've said there were mages.”

	“I've never been there. Round room. High up.” The image of gray stone walls invaded Wycke’s mind.

	“The tower!” Saris called back.

	“I know it well,” Chynne rumbled beneath them, vibrations coming from his back. “I can feel him now too.”

	“Hey, it's like sitting on the back of a Harley! Wicked!” Jess patted Chynne's neck. “Do that again.”

	“I hope Chynne can reverse whatever he's done to her,” Wycke griped, quickly adding, “but not too soon.” They surely didn’t need a screaming woman on their hands.

	They soared over the castle, Chynne banking to the left.

	If Aberfrer spoke the truth, coming in from above bypassed any wards. Even powerful sorcerers had limits, but with the source of much of Tirra Neu's power directly below them, Wycke stayed on guard.

	Chynne formed tight loops, spiraling down toward the castle.

	“Wheee!” Jess squealed.

	They needed to land. Soon. Each circuit brought them closer to the tower window. Chynne slammed into the stone wall with jarring force, gripping the window ledge with razor-sharp talons. “Owww!” Chynne wailed. “I've never made the landing with so much weight on my back. I'm talking to you, Sorcerer! Are you part giant or something?”

	Wycke's blood ran cold. Oh, ancestors, no! Inside the room, Piers lay naked on a stone table, Radre looming above him.

	Holding a knife.
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	Oh, the monologue! Radre railed against Saris, Wycke, Chynne, High King Broen, Jess, and someone named Raphael who’d snubbed him at a party. Everyone but George and the elf, and only because the asshole hadn’t properly met George and likely didn’t know Elf Boy’s name. One more indication Vale hadn’t betrayed them.

	What if King Asshole hadn’t freed Wycke, leaving him stuck in a cell? What about Jess, Saris, and Chynne?

	What if no one planned to rescue Piers, and this lunatic did whatever he’d schemed in his overcooked brain? What if this megalomaniac really did kill Piers? And would those damned mages or monks or whatever please shut the hell up? Their droning drove Piers crazy!

	The more they chanted, the more Piers lost hope. The high king placed his own queen in a cell. Or did he? Maybe Radre made everything up. Images appeared in Piers’ mind: Saris, Jess, and Wycke standing side-by-side on old-western-movie gallows, nooses around their necks. Or beheading. Did they behead people in this realm?

	Radre said something about beheading.

	Piers’ stomach flip-flopped, the scent of whatever incense burned over a low fire making his head spin. Colors blended and merged. He fought the urge to say, “Oh, wow, man!” Something else made him feel like this once. Mushrooms, maybe? Or maybe some club drug someone snuck into his drink.

	George should have been there. He would’ve broken whoever had the nerve in half. George. George who? He seemed important. Had there been an elf?

	A man with long, white hair, muscles rippling under his skin as they writhed on the ceiling. The ceiling? How could anyone writhe—

	“How are you feeling?” a sugary-sweet voice asked.

	A cloud passed before the sun, cutting off the light streaming through the window for a fraction of a second. After a moment, the shadow passed again. Clouds didn’t move so fast, did they? Piers didn’t know anything right now. He lifted his hand. The damned thing weighed a ton. At least he wasn’t paralyzed anymore. Why couldn’t he wriggle his fingers, though?

	“Dragon!” someone shrieked from a million miles away.

	A dragon? Here? Now? Sweet. “I wanna pet the draagggonnnnn!” he wailed.

	Shuffling. Movement. The damned chanting finally stopped. Using all his effort, Piers turned his head to the side. A sleek, black dragon’s snout poked through the window. Oh, damn. Awesome! The magnificent creature couldn’t seem to wriggle the long spikes on its head through the opening. Colors danced off its dark scales like an oil slick.

	Piers once drew such a dragon. Jess wore an inked version on her back.

	“Heeeeey, dragon!” Piers tried to wave. “Purday dragon.”

	“Stop them!” Radre screamed. Some of the robed figures surged forward. A spout of flame from the dragon stopped them. How cool! Where was Piers’ phone? The video would soooo go viral!

	Four shapes climbed over the dragon’s head into the room, two with long white hair and one with a somewhat windblown turquoise mass. “Jess?” If Jess was here, who was at home, taking care of the cat? They had a cat, didn’t they?

	The first three figures resembled a biker gang on steroids. Black leather, with spikes at the seams. Piers wanted the dude’s jacket.

	On second thought, he wanted the dude.

	An old man shook out his purple robe, then stalked straight for Radre, hands raised. The white-haired hottie who’d danced with Piers at the club snarled, “Let him go!” That couldn’t be right. Piers never danced with customers. And go where?

	Visions appeared in Piers’ mind; he and this man, naked, joined, flying around a hotel room. Flying. Fucking. His boss often told people to take a flying fuck. Piers giggled. “I took a flying fuck!”

	“What’s wrong with him?” Jess hollered, using a wall sconce for a baseball bat. She hit a mage homerun.

	“And it’s out of the park!” Piers shouted in his best announcer’s voice.

	The white-haired man from Piers’ dreams stared at him. Piers blinked hard a few times. His eyes still showed him weird shit. “What the fuck are you wearing?” Leather. A sword. Cosplay night at the club again? Would the fairy come back? She left damned good tips. Piers focused on the ultimate one-night stand—or tried to. Oh! A whole lot of badass, sexy sorcerer hunk.

	Rowrrrr…

	“Hello, hottie.” Recalling the man’s name, Piers asked, “Hey, Wicked, wanna fuck?”

	“Shh… not in front of my sister,” Wicked hissed, then added, “hold that thought.”

	Sister. Right. Saris. “Hello, your queeness.” Piers tried to wave and got distracted by his fingers.

	A mage raised his hand.

	“No, you fool!” Radre screamed. “With all the artifacts and potions in this room, you’ll kill us all.”

	Saris helped the mage to the floor with a fire poker to the head. She looked so badass in black leather. “Her Royal Highness Queen Badass!” Piers announced to no one in particular. The outfit couldn’t be comfortable to fight in, though. Chafing. Ouch.

	“I know who you are, Sorceress Nyanda. I killed you once, and I can do so again,” the old man roared.

	“Kill me, and you kill Radre Bertillian.”

	Sorceress Nyanda? Piers squinted, trying to make sense of the melee. “Mom?” Was his mother his lover’s brother?

	So messed up. Maybe no one would find out back home. Max would tease him relentlessly about everything being “relative.”

	Radre turned his head toward Hottie. What was his name again? Wicked? Yeah, it had to be his name after what they’d done in the hotel room. And he’d dressed in black leather, with lots of buckles and rivets and shit. Oh, Piers so wanted Wicked in the bedroom in those clothes. He’d happily unwrap a leather-covered present.

	Or lose patience and peel him out of his confinement with a box cutter.

	“Do you want to see your brother killed?” Radre asked.

	Wicked shrugged, his knowing smirk making Piers want to crawl onto the floor and beg for every erotically sinful thing the man had to offer. “Why wouldn’t I? I’m next in line to the throne.”

	That wasn’t right. Wicked didn’t want to be king, did he? Too much responsibility. “That’s my mom,” Piers said, holding a finger to his lips, “but shh… don’t tell anyone.” He giggled.

	“Dude, you are batshit.” Jess took out another mage, hair whipping around like a colorful thunderstorm. Yeah, those thick robe thingies were probably hell to fight in. Especially when faced with a woman who’d learned to kick ass and take names at a young age. “Chynne! A little help, please!” she cried.

	The dragon flicked out its tongue, yanking a mage through the window. The mage’s screams slowly faded. The dragon disappeared. A snake twisted its way across the floor.

	“Watch out, Jess!” Piers tried to shout. Snakes scared the hell out of her. Though the way she handled the sconce, Piers put his money on a gooey spot of snake pulp on the floor.

	Radre and the old man fought while Wicked hacked his sword through the mages toward Piers. Someone should help the old guy out. No spells. They couldn’t use spells. Could Piers? Did he even know any?

	Always before, when he truly wanted something, he just had to wish hard. He eyed the light thingy hanging from the ceiling. Wow. A wagon-wheel-looking thingy full of half-burned candles. If it fell on top of Radre…

	The thing dropped.

	Right on top of the old man. Oops!

	Radre grinned, closing in on Wicked. A blue-robed figure screamed and flailed by, yanking at the snake sunk fangs-deep into her neck.

	Wicked held his sword at the ready. A blueish glow sheened the surface. Radre conjured a blade of flame. Flame, blue? Lightsabers? Fire and water? Oh, shit. This couldn’t be good. Piers’ eyelids grew heavy. He blinked, willing his eyes to stay open. The mage flung the snake against the wall, hard. The creature crumpled to the floor. Poor snake.

	The dragon should come back. Pretty dragon.

	Saris let out a very unregal whoop, clinging to the back of a mage. The man charged backward, slamming her into a wall. She fell and lay unmoving on the stone floor. The remaining mages closed ranks around Radre, bearing down on Wicked. Jess brought a mage to his knees with a swift kick to the balls. She helped Saris up. Back-to-back, they brandished makeshift weapons. They’d do better with swords. Why couldn’t they have swords? Piers wanted them to have swords.

	Jess yipped as the sconce elongated into a blade. Saris merely stared at her newly-acquired weapon. Both women grinned as one, charging toward the mages.

	Radre raised a hand. Jess and Saris slammed into an invisible wall. The asshole said no magic!

	Saris crumpled to the floor. Jess sprawled a few feet away, sword clutched in her hand.

	Jess. Oh, God, Jess! Blood oozed from her hair down her face.

	Chynne. Was the snake Chynne? Piers’ heart pounded. They couldn’t be dead. They couldn’t!

	Wicked slashed with his sword, arm covered in blood. He screamed, yanking his hand back from Radre’s flaming blade. Radre backed him into a corner. No! Wicked couldn’t die!

	Piers’ heart gave a frantic kick. Motherfuck, that hurt! He tried to grab his chest but couldn’t move.

	Was his heart trying to escape?

	In slow-motion, he watched Radre raise his arms, then bring the sword crashing down.

	Wicked screamed.

	No! They couldn’t be gone! Everyone Piers cared about! His heart throbbed. He bolted upright, free from the immobilizing spell at last.

	Too late.

	Radre turned toward Piers, triumphant grin falling. His face registered uncertainty, then horror.

	Piers roared, clutching his chest. Oh, gods, the pain! Someone make it stop! He heard his screams reverberate against the walls in a vague dream state.

	His scar parted, little by little.

	And ripped wide open.
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	Every part of Wycke’s body ached. He braced himself for the killing blow: nothing but screams echoing around the room. Brilliant light!

	Wycke closed his eyes. Too bright! Where was the light coming from? Piers! Those were Piers’ screams from somewhere nearby. Wycke grabbed a chair, pulling up, but rose a hand’s width and dropped back down. So tired. So weak.

	Scuffling sounded around him, moans and groans and cries. He pulled back his hand in time to avoid a heavy boot.

	Where was the wellspring of magic he’d heard so much about in tales? He searched with his senses. Nothing. Where was Saris? Aberfrer? Jess? Chynne?

	Wycke dragged himself inch by painful inch, leaving bloody handprints on the stone floor. Not marble. Stone. Home. He must get to Piers. And find Jess. He should never have let her come along, a mortal with no powers and no battle skills, though she’d held her own against the mages. Piers would be so upset if anything happened to her. Wycke would never forgive himself if ill befell Saris, she of little magic and even fewer fighting abilities.

	Aberfrer could take care of himself.

	Using the screams as a guide, Wycke crawled blindly across the floor. His hands ached, his body ached, and he couldn’t stop to attempt healing spells. No. Not now when Piers needed him.

	Finally, the screaming came from directly above. Wycke forced his eyes upward. Piers sat on a stone table, leaning back on his elbows, body bowed, and mouth stretched wide in an agonized scream. The white light came from… him?

	Wycke grabbed the table, hauling himself up. He must get to Piers. Must help him. Screams of pain echoed in his head.

	Radre and his mages might still be around. They didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but easing Piers’ suffering. But how? Chynne said they’d bonded. What did that mean?

	But Wycke had toned down their connection earlier to prevent distraction by Piers’ fragmented state of mind. When he glanced upward, Piers stared down at him, mouth forming the words, “Help me!”

	Gathering all his strength, Wycke launched himself upward, covering Piers’ body with his own. Excruciating pain shot through him. They fell back onto the table, bodies fused, even through Wycke’s leathers. One. They were one.

	A man sat on a couch folding clothes, his coloring giving him away as Wycke’s relative. The man smiled—the same man, cooking at a stove or pitching a ball in a park.

	Waking him in the middle of the night, telling him to leave. The fire. An ultimate sacrifice. The sense of loss. Bullies. Memory after memory filled Wycke’s mind, the tale of Piers’ past.

	Loneliness, terrible, terrible loneliness.

	Then Wycke’s face appeared, and a sense of peace formed within the chaos.

	Wycke came back to himself in a world of hurt. Lightning shot through his veins, burning through every nerve. His muscles spasmed, drawing painfully tight.

	No way could Wycke live through this. But if he had to go…

	He planted his mouth on Piers’.

	The world exploded.
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	The world slowly solidified. Wycke stared down, jamming his fingers into Piers’ neck. A heartbeat. Erratic, but there. Light fell in tiny droplets to the floor and vanished into the stones. Light? Droplets?

	Wycke no longer stuck to Piers but hadn’t the energy to move. Oh, to lie in a soft, warm bed right now. The world shifted, tossing Wycke to the side. He lay amid white sheets, Piers beside him. What the… Forcing himself to sit, Wycke took in his surroundings. They’d been in a tower. In Myrgren.

	A breeze brushed along his skin, bringing the scent of snow. Snow?

	He bolted upright. Ow! His aching head. Had he drunk too much last night? The fog lifted, revealing his room.

	Not his room. But familiar. His old room, at the castle in Myrgren, though in a much larger bed that nearly filled the entire space. He must be asleep and dreaming. He gazed at his hands, turning them over. Scars. Burn scars. Cuts. All nicely healed. Damnation. He must’ve slept for days. As he watched, the scars faded, leaving smooth, unblemished skin.

	Wycke turned to Piers, yanking down the sheet to waist level. Piers’ chest appeared normal, liberally sprinkled with short-clipped dark hair. No scar. Wycke cupped Piers’ cheek with one hand. No movement. Please let him be okay.

	Did Wycke need to summon a healer? Someone should be here tending to Piers. Why were they here? What happened to Radre?

	Suddenly, Wycke recalled waking from a deep sleep, watching an enemy soldier run his guard through. He’d been a mere child. He ran his fingers over the tiny crack in the wall a younger him thought looked like a dragon.

	Two taps, then the chamber door swung open. Aberfrer shuffled into the room. “You called for a healer?”

	Wycke flipped the covers back over Piers. “I planned to, but you got here first. How did you…”

	Aberfrer gave a tired smile. “You did call. You just didn’t hear. I did. That’s what matters.” He leaned over the bed, hovering a hand over Piers’ body, moving slowly downward. Finally, Aberfrer dropped his hand to his side. “He is fine, simply exhausted. He should wake shortly.”

	“How long have we been asleep? I’m nearly healed.”

	“Six days. My mages attended you.”

	Six days?

	The ancient sorcerer turned towards the door, moving more slowly than when he’d been in Dhugach.

	“Wait!”

	“What?” Aberfrer peered back over his shoulder, then shifted to rest his back against the door.

	“How is Saris? Piers’ friend Jess? Broen? Chynne?”

	“They are fine.”

	Wycke took a deep breath, mental images from the tower flashing before his eyes. “What of Radre? The mages?”

	Aberfrer sighed. “Your brother is indeed possessed by Nyanda. I lost consciousness during our battle. When I awakened, you and Piers had disappeared and were found here with a tracking spell. Radre lay unconscious. He has been subdued.”

	“The mages?”

	“All dead. Though I’m not sure what killed them.”

	“Where is everyone now?”

	“Young Jess is visiting with the elves; Chynne is with his family. Although it’s difficult to harm a familiar, he received magical injuries, best tended by others of his kind. King Broen is… stable. Saris defeating a fearsome enemy has done much to win support among the people. Plus, they now know she can… how does Jess say? ‘Lick ass and take names?’”

	“Kick. Kick ass and take names. Licking ass is kinda my territory.” Wycke gave a sheepish shrug. He did have a reputation to uphold, after all.

	Aberfrer never even flinched. “Yes, I’ve heard that about you. Kick. I definitely meant kick. Best to think twice before crossing your sister.”

	A load of guilt fled Wycke’s heart. “She’s unharmed?”

	“Nothing I couldn’t cure with a wave of my hand.” Aberfrer gave Wycke a warm smile.

	“Why is Jess with the elves?”

	“She didn’t want to leave Pieravor but knew better than to ignore a direct order from Queen Consort Saris, who saw an opportunity to mend an old rift and appointed Jess an emissary. Besides, she did nothing but pace and cry outside this room. It turns out her suitor escaped Radre and returned home for reinforcements to save his lady.” Aberfrer snorted. “Though I do believe his lady hardly needs a man to come to her rescue. A contingent of armed elves arrived shortly after we did.”

	“What happened?” Bright lights. Piers’ chest ripped open. Saris and Jess on the floor, unmoving. Wycke shuddered.

	“It appears Sorceress Nyanda did indeed hide much of her magic in her son’s heart. She suspected he possessed some magical abilities, but remember, she wasn’t from a magical line. Her gift was rare among her kin, and she believed Pieravor’s talents would be minimal at best. She staked her claim on his royal heritage.”

	“But he’s so powerful! All that magic came from her?” Wycke’s magic couldn’t be compatible with an evil being’s.

	“No. She sealed her power away, planning to reclaim it from him. He’s powerful in his own right. Far more powerful than she ever imagined.”

	“How?”

	Aberfrer chuckled. “She sought a sire for her son powerful in other ways, not knowing King Umbri’s skills nearly matched hers. A fact those who knew kept quiet. Some do not believe a magic-user should hold the throne, fearing they’d become like Nyanda.”

	“King Umbri had magic? Why didn’t anyone know?”

	Aberfrer cleared his throat. “King Umbri had unwanted magic and a loyal sorcerer sworn to protect him.” He arched a brow.

	What? Oh! “He gave you his magic!”

	“Yes, he did. I didn’t steal from others as Nyanda did. Magic can be freely given, and I never drained him. While I’m powerful in my own right, the king needed someone who could help him win a war, someone he trusted. Our arrangement worked for us both, and more importantly, for Tirra Neu.” Aberfrer inclined his head.

	Well, damnation. Not what Wycke expected. “So, Piers… Pieravor, really is the younger son of High King Umbri.”

	Aberfrer gave a curt nod. “He is. Only, King Umbri’s magic wasn’t compatible with Nyanda’s. The two magics canceled each other out in her son. One possible reason why Pieravor went undetected for so long and could only use his magic under extreme duress. In addition, his guardian cast protection spells and apparently forfeited his own life to save young Pieravor. There’s strong magic in sacrifice.”

	Fuck. “I changed that.”

	“You did.” Aberfrer studied Wycke intently for several long moments. “Your magic is compatible with Pieravor’s, which came from his father’s line. Your bonding amplified his talents. When Nyanda tried to reclaim what she’d hidden by opening the spell she’d lodged in his heart, his magic rejected hers.”

	“What happened to it?”

	“It has now become his, cleaned of any of his mother’s influence.” Aberfrer shrugged. “Magic is neither good nor evil. It is merely a tool to be used.”

	Wycke took a deep breath. He needed to ask, though unsure he wanted the answer. “My brother?”

	Piers snuffled in his sleep. Wycke and Aberfrer stopped to watch for a few seconds. Piers settled.

	Aberfrer paced to the window, hands behind him. Bright sunlight made looking at the snow-covered mountains nearly painful. “King Radre lives for now. More than that, we cannot know.”

	“But…”

	Aberfrer turned to face Wycke, holding up a hand. “You’ve gone through an ordeal. You’ve been unconscious for six days. Eat. Rest. We’ll talk later.”

	“But—”

	“Queen Saris has asked us to save further explanations for now.”

	“I’m still a prisoner?” Even after nearly dying, they were treated as enemies?

	“We shall see.” Aberfrer left, closing the door behind him.

	Damn it! Not an answer!

	Wycke caught the lift and fall of wings outside the window. He ran to the opening, staring out. Though the window appeared open to the outside, ancient spells served better than glass, keeping out the chill while letting in a fresh breeze. One by one, the gargoyles he’d known as a child took their places along the eaves of the castle.

	Except for one. The ledge directly outside his window sat empty.

	The gargoyle who’d saved him. Please let her not be gone for good.

	He shuffled back to the bed, easing down to keep from disturbing Piers. He could run, escape with Piers back to the human realm.  But he’d have to leave Saris behind. And what of Radre? Regardless of what Wycke said, they were brothers. Brothers meant something.

	Saris must also know they wouldn’t leave without Jess or Chynne unless the two chose to stay behind—likely why they were taken away.

	Wycke rolled onto his side, placing his head on a pillow, watching the rhythmic rise and fall of Piers’ chest. A steady thump, thump reverberated through his skin when Wycke placed a hand over Piers’ heart. Darkness claimed him once again.
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	Piers padded down a darkened corridor, bare feet slapping against the stone floor. Though naked, he felt no cold nor any embarrassment. Wall sconces holding torches ignited as he moved, as lights did in some buildings back home.

	No. Not home in the human realm. Wycke said Myrgren Castle was Piers’ home.

	A voice spoke directly into his head: You are home.

	Piers didn’t think the voice meant the building above him.

	The stones grew rougher under his feet, then gave way to packed earth. The sconces ended, though light shone from ahead. The walls narrowed, forcing Piers to shimmy through some tighter places sidewise. The entire maze of tunnels smelled musty, airless, unused for ages.

	He finally stepped out of the labyrinth of tunnels into a vast cavern. Pale blue shadows flickered overhead. On and on, he traveled, circling a round room, the walkway set in spirals. Down, down, down.

	A pool of water directly in the center reflected light from some unseen source.

	Piers, at last, stood at the water’s edge. Moss grew on the sides of the pool. He looked up at the high walls around him, the now-tiny-appearing entrance.

	Sit. Drink, the voice in his head told him.

	Piers sat on the side of the pool, dipped his cupped hands into the water, and brought them to his mouth. Ah, so sweet. He’d not even noticed he’d been thirsty. Cool liquid ran down his chin, splattering against his chest.

	He ran his fingers over his breastbone. No scar. “What is this place?” he asked aloud.

	Swirling, nearly transparent shapes seeped from the walls, more and more and more, too numerous to count.

	Somehow, Piers remained unafraid. Peace settled around him. These beings didn’t mean him harm. But wait. Someone had tried to kill him. “Am I dead?”

	No, you are not, the voice in his head answered. We merely brought you here to better communicate. What form suits you best? We have much to tell you.

	Immediately, an image of his uncle appeared in his mind. The voice chuckled. Good choice.

	One of the fog-wraiths separated from the others, drifting toward Piers. The shapeless mist molded more solidly into the form of a man with each movement.

	Piers gasped. “Uncle Lee?”

	The being sat in front of Piers. He certainly resembled Uncle Lee, but he didn’t smile, didn’t offer welcoming words, or show warmth in his features.

	Piers’ heart ached. “Uncle Lee. I’ve missed you so much.” What would his uncle think of the situation Piers found himself in? What would he think of Wycke, and of Piers discovering his true parentage?

	“We are but a representation of the person in your mind, taking on this form to better communicate,” the illusion of Uncle Lee said.

	Fuck. Piers felt a sickening lurch in his chest. “Who are you?”

	The fake Uncle Lee did smile then. “We are the magic that abides in this mountain, sustaining Tirra Neu. Many of your kind refer to us as the ancestors.”

	So, the rumors were true of vast pools of magic existing beneath Myrgren Castle. But why show itself to a novice? Why not the high king? “What do you want with me?”

	“For you to understand.”

	“I—”

	“Listen, for we cannot maintain this shape long.” Though the mouth moved, the words sounded like a chorus of separate voices, all blended together.

	Piers dutifully closed his mouth.

	“We are the lifeforce of this realm, left behind by the gods to care for their children. Most of those children were content with what we gave them. Others grew greedy and wanted more. They weren’t satisfied living with their fellow creatures as equals and sought to use us against those they perceived as lesser.”

	Yeah, some people. “You’re magic. Couldn’t you stop them?”

	The being gave a humorless chuckle. “We were created to nurture and protect. The gods who created us never believed we’d need to defend ourselves, so therefore, we cannot.”

	“What about others? Elves, ogres…familiars?”

	“Humans are the only children of the gods who abuse the gifts we give.”

	Yeah, Piers knew terrible people too. Bullies happened in both realms, apparently. “Can’t you just keep magic away from them?”

	“Your mother’s gifts were intended as a blessing to her village. While we control the magic in this mountain, we have limited influence over naturally occurring talent in bloodlines. Over generations, we have tried, but to survive, we require humans too.” The being waved a hand in Piers’ direction. “Such as now, to accomplish a specific task.”

	A specific task? This couldn’t bode well. But wait a minute! “Even though my mother and others harmed you?”

	The image of Uncle Lee nodded. “We do not blame all of your kind for the actions of a few. The woman who birthed you used us for her own means. But she’s not alone. Over the seasons, the mages and sorcerers forgot what we are. They, too, used us, though many not as harshly.”

	Oh, shit. And here Piers was throwing around magic every chance he could. What did the ability to do magical things cost someone else?

	“Do not worry, Pieravor. The magic living within you is a gift directly from us. We could not defend ourselves, so we chose champions, sensing in them, even before birth, an inherent goodness.”

	What? Some kind of superhero? “You? You’ve been helping me. The wish magic?”

	The being nodded again. “Although we have limited influence in the human realm, the many other creatures, the ones who valued us, took parts of us with them when they fled this realm. Those pieces sustained you.”

	“Until I met Wycke.” Wycke, who also possessed magic.

	“Yes. We waited until you were ready to send him, to show you what you are.”

	“You sent him?”

	“Not directly, but we influenced his sister’s decisions. She is sensitive to us even though she doesn’t possess her brother’s talent. We also encouraged her to keep your mate’s abilities secret until the right time. Many of your kind cannot be trusted and would have used one or both of you for evil intent.”

	“And what am I?” All his life, Piers wanted to know the answer. Who he was. What he was. His purpose.

	“One of our champions.”

	Nah. What kind of champion dropped a light fixture on an ally? “Are there others?” Please let there be others. Many others. Highly competent others.

	“There is one.”

	An image appeared in Piers’ mind: Wycke. Fuck. We’re doomed!

	The being continued, “What lives in the two of you are pieces of us, sent to guide you, protect you.”

	How am I calm enough to even have this conversation? “What is my purpose?”

	“To teach the mages and sorcerers we are a living being and to not hurt us. Many will fight you. They crave power. Others will embrace you. We have tried in the past, with what others called compatible magic, but as time passed, champions never formed. We now take a more direct approach. In the man you call Wycke, we gave you a partner, support for your endeavors. Our power dies as more and more magical creatures escape this realm. Our survival depends on you, and your survival depends on us.”

	Someone’s survival depended on Piers? A lowly bartender? Lord help them all! “What do you mean?”

	“There are other realms, other creatures, who’d come here and exploit what the gods created. Without us to keep them out, this entire realm would fall. You mustn’t let that happen.” The being wearing Uncle Lee’s face showed no expression and spoke in monotone. The calm demeanor belied the seriousness of the conversation.

	Piers stared at the much-loved features of the man who’d been a father to him, something cringing inside when he saw differences and not the welcome smiles.

	“But I am the son of an evil sorceress.”

	Laughter sounded in his mind, like millions of tinkling bells, though the being showed no outward emotion. “Who better? We never intended you to be taken but thought we could keep you safe. Then the castle fell, and you would have been killed. We were forced to shut ourselves down, shackling Nyanda’s magic as much as possible. We made one exception.”

	“What?”

	“We helped the man you see before you now escape to the human realm. In the battle recently fought, in which Nyanda tried to reclaim what she thought of as hers, once more, we summoned the strength to shut down for a time. We cannot directly defend ourselves, but we can passively interfere when needed.”

	Way too much to deal with right now. Piers needed a drink or four. “What am I supposed to do?”

	The being cupped Piers’ cheek. “Go with the knowledge of who we really are, though you may not remember all of this conversation when you wake. It will come back. Do not state our true nature to those you do not trust. Humankind as a whole cannot know.”

	“You told me.”

	“You are a part of us. Wherever there are magical beings of this realm, or in the one you know best, you are needed. And to ensure cooperation, we created two matching halves of a whole: one from the powerful Bertillian legacy, the other from Hanaran. You are magically linked for all time.”

	Piers didn’t know how to feel. Magically linked to Wycke for all time? Wait! Wycke, covered in blood, falling to the floor.

	“Is he okay? He didn’t die?”

	“No. Your mate is very much alive and looking forward to your waking.”

	Warmth bloomed in Piers’ chest.

	But did Wycke stay with him out of free will? “Is the attraction we feel for each other simply because of you?”

	“No. We nearly chose the current high king and queen but saw an even greater opportunity in their siblings, as humans distrust magical practitioners on the throne. You were always destined for your prince, and he for you. The bond didn’t create the seeds that will one day become love.” The being glanced around. “We must go. Even now, this form is fading. But know this. We trust Sorcerer Aberfrer. He will guide you. Listen to him.”

	“Will you do me a small favor before you go?” Piers’ heart ached. He didn’t even have a photo of his uncle. The few he’d had burned in the fire. Nothing left of their time together but his memories and a ragged stuffed cat.

	“Certainly.” Without asking anything more, the magical image gave a bittersweet smile. Its voice deepened, its skin roughened, scars appearing on its face and exposed arms. Uncle Lee, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, black socks on his feet. So familiar. Piers dove into his outstretched arms.

	Uncle Lee pressed a kiss to Piers’ temple. “I’m so proud of you, my boy.” The voice, the hugs, even the scent of Uncle Lee’s favorite soap.

	Piers sank into the warmth and words of praise, clinging tightly. If he held hard enough, could he keep the man with him?

	He opened his eyes. Once more, Piers sat by a pool in an empty cavern, still feeling the embrace.

	The cavern disappeared. Wind brushed across his face, bringing with it the clean scent of snow, though no cold. He recalled a stone table, but he lay on softness now, his agony a distant memory.

	Remember us, someone whispered.

	Piers woke in a comfortable bed, a sleeping Wycke’s arms around him.

	Wait a minute. Bertillian and Hanaran?
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	Slowly, so slowly, slumber released Wycke from its grasp. He blinked hard to clear his eyes. Shadows crept across the floor. Nearly night. What the fuck? His heart hammered.

	Piers stared down at him.

	Piers. Here. Alive. Awake. Wycke launched himself into Piers’ arms. “Oh, gods and ancestors! I thought I’d lost you.”

	“You woke up! Are you okay? What happened? Where are we, and how did we get here?” Piers pushed Wycke back to arms’ length, running his troubled gaze up and down Wycke’s body.

	“Slow down!” Wycke held up a hand. “Give me a minute.” Shaking his head didn’t clear the cobwebs. “Are you okay?”

	“Other than not knowing where we are or what happened, I am.” Piers kept his gaze riveted to Wycke’s face. “It’s you I’m worried about.” The worry showed in the tightness around Piers’ eyes, the pursed lips.

	An image came to mind: Piers shrieking in agony, chest flayed open.

	White light.

	Wycke dropped his eyes to Piers’ chest. No gaping hole. No white light. Not even a scar. Had Wycke dreamed those things? He let out a relieved breath. “I’m fine and so fucking happy to see you are. I’m not sure what happened, but I remember us being together and wanting us to be in a bed. Here we are.” Wycke shrugged.

	“I wondered if you’d ever wake up!”

	“I thought the same about you the last time I woke.” Wycke knuckled one eye and yawned. Sleep. He needed more sleep. Maybe for the rest of his life. “Have you seen anyone else?”

	“No. I only woke myself about an hour ago. You said you were awake earlier. Did you find out about Jess? Saris? Chynne?”

	Wycke nodded. “I spoke with Aberfrer.”

	“Aberfrer.” Piers cocked his head to the side. “I think I’ve heard that name. Who is he?”

	Oh, right. They’d not been introduced. “I’ll get to that later. Everybody’s fine. Minor injuries only.” Or minor now, from what Aberfrer had said, though he hadn’t been too clear on Chynne. The injured gargoyle weighed on Wycke’s mind as well.

	“Can I see them?”

	“I’m not sure where Saris is, Jess is with the elves, and Chynne is with his people.”

	Piers immediately snapped to attention. “Why is Jess with the elves?” He narrowed his eyes. “They didn’t take her against her will, did they?”

	“Calm down! No one would’ve let her be taken.” At least, Wycke hoped not. Nah, his sister wouldn’t. And he couldn’t imagine Jess doing anything against her will without skewering someone with a fire poker. Who knew about the king, or what remained of Radre? “Remember how she pretty much attacked the coffee shop elf? Saris is making the most of it, I suspect, sending Jess to the elves as an emissary.” Wycke didn’t know Jess well, but she’d held her own in battle. The elves might or might not find her feistiness a desirable trait.

	“His name is Vale, and he helped us escape. Still, I’d feel better if I could talk to her.”

	“I’ll see what I can arrange.” Wycke wanted to talk to Saris face-to-face too. “After you were taken, the elves sent a force to help get you back. And they normally don’t involve themselves in human conflicts. I believe Vale has some sort of influence.”

	“What about Chynne? He might be a jerk from time to time, but he’s all right sometimes.”

	“Yeah, he is.” The little bastard kind of grew on Wycke too. “His people are tending to him until he heals, though Aberfrer said his injuries weren’t bad.” However, what one constituted as “bad” varied from creature to creature. Some could regrow extensive body parts.

	Piers yawned and stretched. “How long was I asleep?”

	“Six days.” But Wycke slept after being told the time. For all he knew, more days had passed.

	“Six days? Without food or water? Without…” Piers glanced under the sheet.

	Wycke felt the same way. “Aberfrer had his mages take care of us. Magic is a wonderful thing.”

	He and Piers stared at each other.

	“I thought you were all dead.” Piers let out what sounded suspiciously like a sob.

	“I thought the same about you.” Wycke wouldn’t let the tears fall. Not now, though searing moisture stung his eyes. A lump formed at the back of his throat.

	Images replayed in his mind: Piers screaming, chest ripped open, white light…

	Wycke’s only thought at the time had been to comfort his mate.

	In a very short time, he’d gone from a man whose only conquests occurred in the bedroom and who hadn’t really cared much about anything, to someone fighting battles for good over evil.

	A joined man. With a mate. Though if given a choice to reverse time and go back to his old life, he’d turn down the opportunity.

	Maybe.

	More memories came, unbidden: Saris and Jess on the floor. Chynne lying motionless. The bright light. The flash of Piers’ memories in Wycke’s mind. The heartrending loneliness Piers endured between his uncle’s death and finding Wycke.

	One. They’d been one.

	Were still one.

	Which could have gone so, so wrong. Wycke shifted his gaze to find Piers looking down at him from a position propped against the headboard. Piers said, “I saw you die; you know.”

	“Huh?”

	“I saw you fall, felt this horrible pain.” Piers ran the backs of his fingers over Wycke’s cheek. “I’d ask about Jess and Chynne again, but deep down, I know they’re fine, though Jess is a little nervous now, for some reason. Too weird. She never gets nervous. How can I feel her emotions?”

	“I don’t know.” Wycke would save speculations about Jess for later. “High King Broen is still under whatever spell Radre, or rather, Lady Nyanda, cast.” He wouldn’t refer to the evil sorceress as Piers’ mother. “Aberfrer said he couldn’t tell us what happened right now.” He snagged an apple from a bowl of fruit on the bedside table. When had he last eaten? The apple crunched under his teeth. Good, so good.

	Had the mages even fed them?

	“Lady Nyanda? My mother?”

	“Yes. She possessed Radre’s body.”

	Piers stared at the wall, frown lines forming around his eyes and mouth. “That was my mother. My mother tried to kill me. How is she still alive?” He answered his own question, “Magic,” and fell silent, likely mulling over the implications.

	A short time ago, he’d not known of sorcerers, elves, other realms… Now, on top of everything, he discovered a homicidal maniac for a mother. Wycke wouldn’t ask questions, merely be here if Piers needed.

	Wycke kept his voice low. “I’m so sorry I dragged you into all this.”

	“I’m not. And the way I see it, if you hadn’t found me when you did, the hellhounds would’ve. Where would I be then?”

	That thought slammed into Wycke. To never have met Piers. Nyanda returning to power. Piers drained of his magic, gasping out his last breath. Wycke placed his apple aside, cradled Piers’ face in his hands, and tried to pour his tangled emotions into a kiss: desire, fear, confusion, relief, and above all, a sense of hope he’d never had before. Hope for something more in his directionless life.

	He’d been as lonely as the memories showed of Piers. Wycke had lain in bed with others and still felt alone.

	Not now.

	Piers responded tentatively at first, then leaned into Wycke’s palm, twining their tongues together. Perfection, a type of comfort Wycke never knew existed. After a few moments, Piers broke the kiss, resting his forehead against Wycke’s.

	They held the pose, neither needing to say anything. Wycke imagined their hearts beating in perfect time.

	After a while, Piers pulled back. “You mentioned someone named Aberfrer?” A wrinkle creased his forehead. “Someone I need to worry about?”

	“In the tower, did you see an old sorcerer, built like what I believe your kind call a Sherman tank?”

	“I saw an old man. I… umm…” Piers glanced away. “I might have dropped a light thingy on him.”

	“You made the chandelier fall?” Impressive, though Piers’ aim needed work. Although, Wycke himself might have wanted to drop a chandelier on Aberfrer if he hadn’t agreed to help.

	“I aimed for your brother. How is he?”

	“My brother or the old guy?” Wycke asked between bites of apple. He offered the fruit bowl to Piers, who shook his head.

	The door swung open, revealing Aberfrer’s scowling face. “I heard you!”

	Piers clapped a hand dramatically to his chest. “Jeez, man. Ever hear of knocking?”

	Aberfrer ignored the question. “You’re both awake now. Excellent. We need to talk.”

	This couldn’t be good. Wycke glanced at Piers, who glanced back at Wycke. Under the covers, they clasped hands.

	Aberfrer’s scowl deepened, adding additional wrinkles to skin Wycke didn’t think would hold more. “Imagine my surprise when the two of you disappeared from the tower after the battle, and we found you here. You must watch your wild magic. There are reasons those with natural talent are monitored.”

	“I don’t know how it happened,” Wycke snapped. Except for wanting to be in a bed. Did this scolding have to wait until Piers woke?

	“Which is why it’s called wild magic. You need training.” Aberfrer glared down his rather exceptional nose. “Both of you.”

	“I’m surprised no one has tried to take it from me yet.” Wycke met Aberfrer’s glare with a scowl. Yes, sorcerer, I’m talking to you!

	Aberfrer gave a short bark of laughter. “Pity any who try. Your magic, joined with your mate’s, is a living thing unto itself. I fear any who attempted harm would find themselves the victim of their own spell, as Radre discovered.”

	Radre. Oh. “How is my brother?”

	“The same. He’s not awakened. I suppose there is no need to tell you this isn’t a good sign.”

	Wycke thought not.

	“Since your mate lacks good manners,” Aberfrer said, addressing Piers, “I am Aberfrer, Sorcerer to High King Broen.”

	“Umm… hi? I’m Pie—”

	“Pieravor Gimitri.”

	Piers winced. “I prefer Piers.” He glanced from Aberfrer to Wycke. Wycke shrugged. “How did you get here? I remember something about a dragon.” Piers’ forehead furrowed with his frown.

	“Familiar Chynne transformed into a dragon,” Aberfrer informed him.

	Piers’ face brightened. “That’s right! You rode Chynne! I’m so jealous. I didn’t even get to pet the dragon.”

	“You don’t pet something that can snap your hand off at the wrist.” Wycke certainly wouldn’t. Chynne could be very touchy.

	“He’s my familiar. He wouldn’t hurt me.”

	Piers had a point. “Especially not when he wants you to release him,” Wycke said. “Your mother tricked him into servitude. He wants to be free.”

	Piers frowned. “How do I release him?”

	Piers and Wycke both turned their attention to Aberfrer.

	Aberfrer shrugged. “Do not look to me for advice. I’ve searched my tomes and found no guidance for releasing a familiar.”

	“That’s it!” Piers snapped his fingers. “My mother’s grimoire!”

	“Neither I nor any of my mages can access the text.” With less effort than one might expect, Aberfrer lifted his enormous eyebrows. So, they really didn’t weigh a ton. “Grimoires are often spelled to a sorcerer’s bloodline, allowing only close kin access. If Nyanda followed the pattern, Pieravor might very well be the only one who can share her knowledge. If so, perhaps we can find something to help King Broen and King Radre.”

	Piers’ shot the sorcerer a look full of scorn that must’ve reminded Aberfrer of Nyanda, for he blanched. “I’m right here.”

	“I beg your pardon, Piers.” Aberfrer inclined his head in a gesture others might see as an apology. Aberfrer’s version came across as a bit condescending. As the former premier sorcerer of Tirra Neu, faced with two possibly stronger than himself, he bore watching.

	“I’ve tried to read it before,” Piers said. “Nothing happened. I haven’t tried since finding out about all the magic and stuff.”

	“And stuff, he says!” Aberfrer sniffed, tossing his hands into the air. “Possibly the most powerful sorcerer in two realms, and he uses ‘magic and stuff.’ May the gods save us all.” Without another word, he left the room.

	“What do you think?” Piers turned his eerily icy eyes Wycke’s way.

	Wycke dismissed the old sorcerer from his mind in favor of the new, considering his words carefully. “He’s acting like he’s on our side, but remember, he killed your mother. Possibly twice. Granted, she wasn’t exactly a mother to brag about to your friends, but sorcerers are jealous of anyone with more influence than themselves.”

	“So, I shouldn’t trust him? For some reason, I feel I can. That there’s something he’s supposed to teach me.” Piers shifted his gaze to his hands, now clasped together in his lap. “I think I dreamed…”

	Wycke softened his voice. “High King Broen trusts him when he’s in his right mind. Aberfrer also got me, Saris, and Jess out of our cells and helped us rescue you.”

	“With magic and kingdoms at stake, it doesn’t do to trust too many implicitly,” Aberfrer said, stepping back through the doorway. “However, I swore vows to King Broen and his queen, and also the good of the realm. If you intend to use your gifts for ill, then no, you shouldn’t trust me. But if you genuinely want to learn, to see the good you can do, I’m your new… What does young Jess call herself? Oh, yes, I’m your new bestie.”

	Wycke pulled the sheet more tightly around his naked body, realized he exposed more of Piers, and waved a hand…

	Aberfrer grabbed his wrist. “Allow me.”

	One moment, only a sheet covered Piers and Wycke. The next, a woven blanket in shades of blue fluttered over the bed. “Courtesy of my mate,” Aberfrer said. “We have no children or grandchildren of our own, yet she insists on making hundreds of these things. Most go to the poor and foundlings. Now, where was I? Ah.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a leather-bound book.

	Wycke cocked his head. There, just out of his hearing range, voices whispered.

	“You can hear it?” Aberfrer asked.

	“I hear something.”

	“Good. Piers?” Aberfrer turned his too-sharp gaze to Piers.

	“I hear whispering, but I never could make out the words.”

	“Was that before Prince Wycke’s… um… influence?”

	“I think so.” Piers scratched the growth of dark beard on his chin. Apparently, mages taking care of them didn’t include shaving. Wycke scratched his own chin, where much sparser growth clung.

	Aberfrer handed the book to Piers with an overly dramatic flourish.

	Piers took the grimoire from the sorcerer and sat straight, body rigid, staring at a point past Aberfrer’s shoulder. He opened the front cover. A woman’s voice said, “I am Nyanda Gimitri, the only child of Kephan Gimitri. My family line should have ended with me. If someone hears my message, then this isn’t the case. My legacy lives on in this tome.”

	Piers sagged, eyes sliding shut.
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	Piers stood in a familiar tower room where he’d lain imprisoned. Shudders wracked him when he stared at the worktable. Flashes of fear. Pain. Seeing his friends die. Or so he thought.

	Then light.

	No body lay on the table, certainly not his, no blood stained the stones, and no friends lay dead on the floor.

	Sunlight streamed through a stained-glass window, sending colors dancing across the walls and floor. The room looked better kept than during his imprisonment, though immobility had prevented Piers from studying his surroundings too closely then.

	Now he turned, taking in the carved canopy bed, the intricate jewelry on a vanity’s surface, and an elaborately brocaded dress laid out on the bed. A woman’s chamber, complete with rich furnishings. All appeared old-fashioned, antique-store chic, but far too new-looking. The scent of herbs and subtle perfume permeated the air.

	Definitely not how Piers remembered this room.

	He turned back to the worktable. This half of the room appeared to be a workshop. Shelves lined one wall, holding an array of daggers and other things he’d expect to find in a horror movie villain's hideout. Additional shelves held stoppered bottles.

	The door opened. A woman entered with an armful of flowers, a smile playing on her full lips. Wow! Stunning! Jewels and a confident bearing showcased her beauty. Her hair fell loose to her waist in a cascade of dark waves.

	Piers jolted. He saw a version of that face every time he gazed into a mirror. This woman could be his sister.

	She hummed to herself, placing the flowers on the table and grabbing some kind of wicked-looking cleaver. With a loud thwack! she brought the blade crashing down on the blossoms.

	Piers jumped, but she didn’t appear to see him, too busy destroying gorgeous roses and other flowers. She swept the ruined blossoms into a kettle, which she hung in the fireplace. A fire sprang to life with a wave of her hand.

	Sorceress. But she didn’t seem evil as she danced around her room, singing, “My love isn’t lovely or fair, his face dear only to me, because I can see past beauty, the things most important to me.”

	As though pulled by some unseen force, Piers found himself at her elbow, noting which jars she took from, how much of each she measured, and the order in which she threw the ingredients into the pot. He winced at some of the labels: “tongue of a bard three days dead” and “blood of an innocent.” Several jars bore the label, “blood of an innocent.”

	At last, she stood before the kettle, stirring. Making tea? Piers certainly wouldn’t drink something made with dead people's parts or blood.

	Time skipped, the lady disappeared, shadows lengthened, night came and went, yet Piers remained. The woman popped into view long enough to tend the kettle, sleep, or dress.

	She removed the kettle from the fire after what must have been three days, placing the cast-iron pot on the work table. She hummed tunelessly, her voice soft. At last, she tipped the kettle up. Three drops of dark liquid fell into a waiting vial.

	She left the vial on the table and returned to the part of the room appointed as living space. Time skipped again.

	The woman stood before a full-length mirror, brownish-black hair swept up in an elaborate braided style. Embroidery enhanced the sleeves and bodice of her blue velvet gown, accentuating her narrow waist. Sapphires hung at her ears and throat. The setting sun beaming through an open window cast blue highlights to her hair, similar to Piers’ own.

	Was this his mother, so beautiful and smiling so serenely? The woman everyone called evil? Hard to imagine the horrors she’d done, at odds with her sweet young woman appearance.

	A sweet young woman who conjured with the blood of innocents.

	After a final appraisal in the mirror, she hid the vial in her bodice and hurried from the room.

	Time passed again.

	The woman entered the room, dressed in a different gown but equally beautiful. Laughter spilled from her lips. “The potion worked! The old queen is dead!” she shrieked. Jubilation dissolved into a smirk. “Long live the new queen.”

	A raven, wings the same color as the woman’s hair, sat on a perch in the corner, hanging its head. A single tear fell, rolling down its beak.

	Time passed once more. The woman entered the room again, footsteps heavy. She neither hummed nor smiled this time. Instead, she grabbed a vase of flowers and hurled the delicate glass against the stone wall. The vase shattered, raining shards and blossoms over the raven sitting on its perch.

	“Chynne!” she spat. “The king rejected me. Me! After all I’ve done!” She threw herself onto the bed. “And the queen didn’t have the good graces to take her mewling brat with her when she died. The king has his spare heir, the one I should have given him.”

	Chynne? In raven form. The familiar remained silent, cringing in on himself.

	Piers woke with a start. His mother murdered Wycke’s.
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	Piers gasped for air, staring up into three concerned faces: Wycke’s, Aberfrer’s, and Saris’s. For a moment, he recalled seeing the queen lying still on the tower floor. He shook his head to clear the image. “Wha… What happened?”

	“You passed out for a few moments,” Wycke said, taking Piers’ hand.

	Wycke’s fingers warmed Piers’ cold ones. A dream. Just a dream. Maybe.

	“What did you see?” Aberfrer asked, eyebrows nearly meeting in the center of his forehead.

	No way to sugarcoat the truth. May Wycke and Saris forgive him. “I… I found myself in the tower room. A lady came in. My mother, I think. She chopped flowers, added other things, and cooked them.” Piers cast a guilty glance at Wycke. “Then she said the queen died.” He tried to pull his hand back. Surely Wycke would hate him.

	Wycke held on, lacing their fingers. He closed his eyes and let out a breath while Saris studied Piers, unblinking.

	Piers focused on Wycke and felt… Anger, hurt, despair, but none aimed at Piers.

	“Go on,” Saris urged, voice gentle but firm.

	“The lady got mad about the king rejecting her. I saw a raven she called Chynne, but he didn’t say anything. He cried about your mother.”

	“Exactly what substances did she combine?” Aberfrer stared deeply into Piers’ eyes, pinning him into place.

	Piers would have paid closer attention if he’d known there’d be a test. “I don’t know. Just stuff.”

	“Think harder.” The brows beetling over the sorcerer’s eyes warned of an approaching storm.

	As much as he hated to, Piers revisited the vision. “Three white roses, three red, two yellow. No, wait, three yellow. Three daisies, I think, and three big white fluffy flowers.”

	“Peonies,” Aberfrer said.

	“She put them in a kettle over the fire. Then she added three pieces of dead bard’s tongue.” Yuck.

	“How many days dead?” Aberfrer seemed far too interested in the nauseating details.

	“Does it matter?” Wycke snapped, shifting close enough to slide an arm around Piers’ shoulders.

	Someone had provided Wycke and Piers with nightshirts and some kind of undergarment, so they weren’t naked for this conversation. Piers must’ve been unconscious for more than a mere few minutes. Then again, wish magic. Strong stuff.

	“It matters very much. Go on, Piers.” At least Aberfrer left off calling him Pieravor. Piers hated the name. Even more so after seeing his mother’s evil for himself.

	“Three days, I think.”

	“Ah!” Aberfrer didn’t explain.

	“Wait. She also added three drops of innocent blood.” Wow! Piers remembered so much.

	“The law of threes,” Aberfrer said, stroking his chin. “Numbers hold magic, as surely as blossoms or blood. What did she do with this potion?”

	Blossoms and Blood. Sounded like a horror movie Piers didn’t want to see. “She got all dressed up and took the potion or whatever with her. Then she came back into the vision. I think time must’ve passed because she dressed differently. She said the queen died, but her child lived.” Her child. Wycke. Piers turned to Wycke. “I’m so sorry.” Piers’ mother once attempted to kill his lover.

	“You saw all that?” Wycke asked.

	Piers nodded. “Think of her spellbook is an instructional video, only, you’re in it.” A video he wouldn’t have chosen to watch. “But she couldn’t see me, and neither could Chynne.”

	“Interesting,” Aberfrer mused. “Do I want to know what a video is?”

	“That’s not important!” Wycke cradled Piers against his chest, the gesture offering some comfort.

	Ice shards scored Piers’ insides. His mother really had been as bad as people said. Evil, through and through, showing no remorse at all for killing a woman and trying to kill a baby. No wonder people believed she’d killed her own son. Piers nestled into Wycke’s embrace. Why Wycke didn’t turn from him in horror, Piers might never know, but he’d be grateful for the support all the same, “My mother killed yours. Tried to kill you.”

	A harsh exhale brushed against Piers’ ear. “She tried to kill you, too, so I consider myself in good company.”

	Piers straightened enough to see Aberfrer, who so far hadn’t mentioned that Piers had come close to killing him with a light fixture. “What does it all mean?”

	“It means you’ll be able to explain mysteries that have gone unanswered for many seasons.” Aberfrer’s footsteps tapped against the floor as he ambled a circuit around the room.

	“I’m so sorry,” Piers told Saris. He held out a hand. Would she reject him?

	Saris took Piers’ hand into both of hers. “You’re no more responsible for your mother’s actions than Wycke and I are for our father’s. You’ve nothing to be sorry for. I knew you, remember?” She gave a tremulous smile. “You were such a sweet baby. Your mother’s actions were hers alone.”

	Uncle Lee’s words came back to Piers. Good and evil. His choice.

	Other memories tickled the back of his consciousness. Speaking to his uncle, yet not his uncle. Confirming his bond with Wycke. Aberfrer. The man magic told him to trust.

	Magic? Piers had spoken to the magic under the castle. Had that been a dream?

	He stared down at the book, no longer clutched in his hands. Yes, good and evil were a choice now.

	Would reading this book steal the choice from him?

	“The answer to reversing the spell on King Broen might be in my mother’s words if I keep looking.” As much as Piers hated returning to what he’d seen, someone needed to right his mother’s wrongs. The Gimitri name lived on in him. He wouldn’t allow the memories of his unknown family to be only of corruption. Or evil incarnate.

	Wycke wrapped his arms more tightly around Piers. “You don’t have to do this.”

	Piers met Wycke’s worried gaze. “Yes, I do. And one day soon, I have lots to tell you.”

	Teach the mages and sorcerers we are living beings and to not hurt us.
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	Piers didn’t read the book; he lived page after page. Each time, he returned to himself, telling his waiting audience the horrors he’d seen, the murders committed by the smiling young woman with a cold black heart.

	Poor Chynne witnessed Piers’ mother’s depravity, suffering in silence. Occasionally she plucked feathers, either for a spell or as punishment. Each one made Piers wince, though neither Nyanda nor Chynne showed signs of noticing his presence.

	She’d starved Chynne, nearly to death at one point.

	Chynne said he was powerful, proved his abilities more than once. How, then, had Nyanda kept a powerful familiar enslaved?

	Magical binding only allows me use of my magic for the good of my master. Was that a memory, or was Chynne speaking in Piers’ mind, like he’d done before?

	Taking a deep breath, Piers closed his eyes and plunged back into the book.

	Once more, he stood in the tower room. This time, he stalked over to the corner, and the cringing bird perched there. “Chynne?”

	The bird lifted its head, beady eyes searching the room. “Who’s there?” No fear or challenge, just wariness. But, yes! He’d heard!

	“My name is Piers. Or Pieravor. I don’t know if I exist in this time.”

	“Pieravor.” Chynne rolled the name on his tongue. “My mistress carries a son she’s vowed to name Pieravor, after the strongest sorcerer ever to live.”

	At least Nyanda cared enough to name Piers well. “I am her son. I came through her grimoire.” Even in this dream/vision/whatthehellever, he cringed at calling himself her son. Her drive for control consumed any good qualities she’d ever possessed. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

	“Only if you can release me, which you can’t.” Never would Piers have imagined Chynne so defeated.

	“I would if I could.”

	“I know.”

	“How? My mother mistreats you.”

	“You can’t be worse than her, so there’s hope.” Chynne gave a weak, humorless laugh.

	“Can you help me and believe I’ll pay you back someday?”

	“If I can. But I cannot act against her directly, or I would have long ago.” The spark of anger reassured Piers of Chynne’s mental health. He’d not abandoned hope entirely.

	“In my time, she is dead but transferred herself somehow into someone else’s body. Not only has she possessed one king, she’s controlling another. How can I help them?”

	“You cannot save them both. To save the ensorcelled king, you’ll have to kill her host.”

	Kill Wycke’s brother? Saris’s brother? “I… I can’t.”

	“How long has she held the host? Longer than a season?”

	“Yes.” Or rather, Piers believed so.

	“Then there is nothing much of the host remaining. A bit of them is locked in their minds, held prisoner and silently watching Nyanda carry out her atrocities. Would you not wish to be free? Even if she could be banished, the host wouldn’t survive.”

	“There’s no other way?” There must be. Piers couldn’t take back word that Saris and Wycke’s brother must die.

	“None other.” Chynne ruffled his feathers. Several were missing on one leg, exposing skin. “Tell me, in your time, am I still enslaved?”

	The forlorn tone ripped at Piers’ heart. “Not if I can help it.”

	“Is the ensorcelled king in Myrgren Castle?”

	“I’m not sure.” Had Wycke said? Piers couldn’t recall.

	“All must be under this roof. Nyanda and both her victims. The magic lives here.”

	“How do I know the magic will help me?”

	We’ll help you, said a chorus in Uncle Lee’s voice. In this time, in this dreamworld, Piers clearly remembered his conversation with the beings beneath the castle. Why could he not remember when awake?

	We cannot unduly influence you, but we can suggest courses of action.

	Bah! The magical realm and all its stupid rules. Piers raised his gaze to meet Chynne’s. “I’m sorry for all the things my mother did to you. One day I’ll try to make it right. I promise.”

	Chynne sat a bit straighter on his perch. “I will wait for you,” he said, “Pieravor Gimitri.”

	Piers woke to find Wycke and Saris staring at him. “I know how to save the king.”

	“Which king?” Saris asked.

	Piers paused for a long moment. There was no easy way to say this. “The only one we can. Bring King Broen here, where the magic lives.”
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	High King Broen paced the chamber hastily outfitted for him. His pacing reminded Wycke of a caged tiger he’d once seen at a human zoo. Or a better-dressed, younger, impeccably groomed Aberfrer.

	Wycke conversed with Saris, watching Broen. Jess and Piers stood off to the side, heads together, quietly murmuring. Piers occasionally shook his head, arms folded across his chest. At other times, Jess did the scowling.

	She wore her usual jeans and T-shirt, though she’d tamed her fluffy hair and wore a garland of flowers. Though she’d enough to do learning the ways of the elves, she insisted on returning to the castle to offer moral support to Piers.

	Feisty, determined, loyal to a fault. And she cared about Piers’ well-being. She’d earned Wycke’s respect.

	“How is he?” Wycke asked Saris. Since King Broen’s arrival at Myrgren Castle, Saris scarcely left her mate’s side.

	“I don’t know. He’s not sane. We kept everyone away until Aberfrer managed to portal him here. Imagine if word got out of his true condition. Already distant kin are whispering, making their own plans.” She wrung her hands, eyes downcast.

	An all-out war for succession might start if the nobility discovered Broen’s long-lost half-brother. His powerful sorcerer long-lost half-brother. Wycke planned to delay letting the information out into the realm as long as possible. One hundred problems were enough to handle at one time, thank you very much.

	Maybe by magic or empathy, Wycke felt Saris’s heart breaking. He forced a tight smile. “Buy us time with the courtiers.” If Broen recovered, the king’s relationship with Saris might finally take a positive turn. Broen needed a strong queen. Saris needed the respect from Broen she’d always had but never acknowledged.

	“How? They can be… most persistent.” Saris lifted her chin, gazing at Wycke with fear-dilated eyes. “They barely accept me as his queen consort. What can I do to make them believe anything I say?”

	Sir Broderick said that Saris had far more support than she knew.

	“Make an appearance, tell them the king is ill, but only isolates himself to prevent spreading the flu,” Piers supplied, approaching to place his hand on Wycke’s shoulder. Touching. Piers couldn’t seem to go long without physical contact with Wycke, though they’d not had the opportunity for more.

	Strange how Wycke’s fears seemed to calm in the wake of the simple gesture.

	Frown lines formed at the corners of Saris’s mouth. “What is the flu?”

	“A sickness in the human realm,” Wycke answered. “Highly contagious, but not often fatal, not to someone of Broen’s constitution.” Or so Wycke read in a magazine once.

	“I have another idea.” Jess rubbed a beringed hand over her abdomen.

	Saris scrunched her brow, exaggerating Jess’s motions with puzzlement in her eyes.

	“You don’t even have to lie, but if you caress your stomach enough, the rumor mill will do the rest.” Trust Jess to provide drama.

	“What is a rumor mill?” Saris turned from Jess to Wycke.

	“Imagine a day after Lady Everly and Lady Langland dining at the palace when Lady Applegate appears without her mate.” Those two women spread gossip like the wind spread autumn leaves.

	“Oh! I agree. They definitely will escalate any little gesture into a grand announcement.” Saris sighed. “But how will I get them near enough to make assumptions?”

	“Host a dinner to introduce the courtiers to your visiting cousin Jess,” Wycke suggested.

	Saris and Jess both scowled, Jess holding out her arms, putting her tattoos on display.

	“Hey, with her hair color, she could pass as a mermaid.” Okay, so bad idea.

	Piers spoke up. “If you don’t want them speculating about the king, give them something else to think about.”

	“What do you have in mind?” Wycke’s hackles rose. Piers’ smirk said he might not like the answer.

	“Tell them Wycke is seeking a mate.”

	“I what?” Wycke would never. Especially as he’d already found one quite by accident. Dear gods, no! Ambitious mothers parading their sons and daughters beneath his nose. Maidens luring Wycke into compromising situations. Maybe his magic choosing a mate for him wasn’t a bad idea after all.

	“What an excellent idea!” A moment later, Saris’s excitement dimmed. “But won’t they expect Wycke at the dinner?”

	“No. Say he’s visiting your brother in Myrgren. If you really want to shake them up, tell them Radre has some candidates picked out.” Piers grinned, enjoying the ruse far too much for comfort, in Wycke’s opinion.

	The magical realm’s very own Real Court Wives of Dhugach.

	Yeah. Introduce some competition. Piers might just start a free-for-all, with Wycke as the prize.

	He’d rather face a dragon.

	Saris narrowed her eyes, addressing Piers. “You’re entirely too good at court intrigue. Are you sure you’ve never done this before?”

	“Pul-eeze,” Jess said, waving her hand. “A royal court has nothing on a club full of drunk partiers.”

	“If you say so.” Saris lowered her voice. “Piers, after all this is over, will you take me to your club? I want to see this place Jess speaks of. It gives me something to think about other than that we could soon lose Radre and Broen.” She choked back a sob. “I have been so unkind to Broen. He’s been nothing but good to me. I thought he kept me imprisoned, but having seen the court without his firm hand, I believe he only tried to protect me.”

	A conclusion Wycke had also reached.

	Saris wiped a tear off her cheek with the back of her hand, giving a loud sniff. “Tears won’t help. What he needs is for his queen to act the part. I’ll atone for my mistakes later.” She crossed the room to her mate. “Broen?”

	King Broen stared down at her. “Who are you?”

	To her credit, Saris didn’t flinch.

	Much.
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	Wycke waited outside Radre’s bedroom door, granting Saris privacy, though Aberfrer escorted her inside for her own protection. Piers stood quietly behind Wycke, one hand resting on Wycke’s back, providing comfort. Jess gripped Wycke’s other shoulder.

	Sir Broderick leaned against a far wall, silently waiting. At one time, this room would have held couches and chairs instead of emptiness.

	Wycke’s father once occupied these quarters, though Wycke didn’t remember ever coming here as a child.

	Though no tapestries kept out drafts here in the antechamber or elsewhere in the castle, and many floors needed sweeping, the former servants had rallied together in an attempt to make the place more livable.

	Saris came out of the room mere moments later, red-nosed and teary-eyed, trailed by a silent Aberfrer. “That’s not Radre.” She grabbed Wycke, holding so tightly he fought for breath, then pressed her lips to his cheek. “We must face facts. Our brother is gone.”

	Their brother. Gone. Which pushed Wycke onto the throne he didn’t want, in a kingdom laid to waste by greed. Let the wilds reclaim the pile of stone for their own, and gargoyles make their homes in the lofty heights.

	Sir Broderick offered his arm; Saris clung to him, only letting out the sob she’d held in when she thought herself out of Wycke’s hearing. Jess trailed behind them, a consoling hand on Saris’s back as they left the antechamber for the hallway.

	Good thing they’d resolved their differences. Although many ladies-in-waiting usually hovered around Saris, she called none of them true friends or confidantes. She needed what the human realm called a BFF, now more than ever.

	Wycke nodded to Aberfrer. “I’ll have to see Radre.”

	Aberfrer opened the door. Wycke cleared his mind. He’d no idea what to expect, so anything he found would be a surprise.

	The room didn’t smell of decay, like some sickrooms he’d been to in the past. No, this one smelled of fresh herbs. The windows stood open, but magic blocked the outside elements, keeping the room reasonably warm, despite the bare walls.

	Wycke preferred stained glass panels and tapestries to bare walls. He sat by Radre’s bedside in a rat-chewed chair while Aberfrer assumed a spot by the window, giving the illusion of privacy. Instead, the meddlesome old fart probably heard every word.

	Not Wycke’s problem right now. Piers stood in the middle of the room, uncertainty etched on his face. Wycke held out his hand, showing Piers his place—at Wycke’s side. Piers laced their fingers together. Wycke felt better already.

	Once this was all over, he’d court Piers properly, get to know him better, even if insistent magic made them go about the joining process backward.

	For the first time, Wycke felt a keen sense of loss over his brother, the companion he could have been, the role model. No, Saris played mentor instead. Radre couldn’t even bother to call Wycke brother.

	The paleness of Radre’s skin nearly matched his hair. Eyelids closed over the eyes usually full of hate. But, unlike with a sleeper, his eyes didn’t move. Except for the rise and fall of his chest, Radre Bertillian appeared dead.

	According to Chynne, via Piers, he’d died a long time ago. At what point had he been lost? Had Wycke been cruel to a man in no control of his actions? There’d never been love lost between them, even in the best of times, but Wycke and Radre shared blood, history, family.

	An aura of power hung about Radre, magical bonds woven by Aberfrer and his mages, pinning Radre to the bed and dampening any magic contained within his shared form. Nyanda wouldn’t escape into another body again.

	Ever so slowly, Wycke reached into his belt and pulled out the hidden dagger. This last act of supposed kindness must be performed without magic.

	The quiet shuffle beside him reminded him he wasn’t alone. Aberfrer and Piers kept silent vigil with him. Neither spoke or tried to stop him. As Radre’s close kin, if this task must be done, it fell to Wycke. He wouldn’t put such an unpleasant duty on Saris’s gentle heart.

	Even with his many sins, Wycke had never taken a life. Now he sat with a knife in his hand. I must do this as a kindness to my brother. There is no other way. Radre, with his legendary pride. Nyanda’s presence in his body must be killing him.

	Radre’s eyes snapped open, golden-eyed gaze roving over Wycke’s face, then moving past to Piers. “Come closer,” Radre’s voice said.

	“Sorceress Nyanda Gimitri,” Aberfrer intoned, “you have no more power here. I don’t understand how you’re even alive, but you will gain nothing from anyone in this room.”

	“I just want to see my son!”

	Aberfrer nodded. Wycke, still seated on the chair, clutched Piers’ hand. Piers squeezed his fingers.

	“I am here,” Piers said, his even tone giving away nothing of his feelings, though his hand trembled.

	“You grew up well,” Not-Radre said. “That fool of a guard must’ve taken good care of you.”

	Piers didn’t correct her.

	Radre’s form sighed. “I suppose you’re expecting a death bed confession about how I really love you and regret all I’ve done. I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed. I regret nothing. Any lives I took would have done the same to me if they’d been faster.”

	Nyanda gave a humorless laugh. “You’ll learn. All the power stored in you? It will control you as surely as it did me. You have defeated me. It took my own flesh and blood to bring me down, so I suppose my efforts weren’t entirely in vain.”

	Thin-lipped, Piers said, “I won’t be like you.”

	The thing on the bed gave a dry cackle. “Yes, you will. Tell me, Pieravor, tell me truly that you haven’t thought about letting High King Broen die and taking his place. You’re his brother, and as the little fool he bonded with hasn’t given him a son, Tirra Neu is your birthright. Tell me you don’t want it.”

	Controlling all of Tirra Neu would be so easy. Piers could take everything. Aberfrer vouched for Piers’ heritage. Piers might think to do good in the beginning, but once he became king, the taste of authority would never stop. There were reasons the people didn’t want sorcerers on the throne.

	No! Maybe for someone else.

	Piers squeezed Wycke’s fingers again. “I don’t want to be king. Until a few weeks ago, all I wanted was shorter work hours and a better apartment. What use do I have for a kingdom? Especially one with no cable.”

	A cruel smile twisted Radre’s lips. “You have my magic. You’ll use it—”

	“As I see fit, or not. You took power from others. It never belonged to you. You only borrowed what you couldn’t keep.”

	Wycke had never before seen such hatred in his brother’s eyes.

	Just as quickly, the anger receded to confusion. “Wycke?” Radre asked, sounding more his old self.

	“Yes.” Wycke bent closer to the bed to better hear the quiet words.

	Radre nodded at the knife in Wycke’s hand. “Is that for me?”

	No sense in lying. “Only if we can’t get you back.”

	A tear spilled from Radre’s eye, running down his cheek. “You don’t know what I’ve been through, living in this body with her in control.”

	“If you’re asking for sympathy, you’ll find none here,” Aberfrer said.

	Radre glanced up at the sorcerer, features hardening. “I don’t ask for sympathy. I have control now, but I can’t keep it for long. She’s coming back.” Another tear slipped from Radre’s eye. “Please, end this. I know you have no love for me. I never gave you a reason to. I thought you killed our mother. I know better now and have been forced to relive her murder over and over in Nyanda’s memories. Please.” His eyes went wide. “She comes!”

	Wycke wrapped his fingers tighter around the knife hilt. “I’m sorry, brother. I wish things could be different.” One of his tutors once told him that the difference between an ordinary man and a great man was what they’d sacrifice for the greater good.

	This man, this cold, cold man who’d never been slow to show his loathing, now suffered a fate worse than death. Yet, the brother Radre despised held relief in hand.

	Damn Radre and Lady Nyanda for making Wycke do this! As he watched, the familiarity began fading from Radre’s eyes.

	“Please!” Radre pleaded. “Please!”

	Wycke pulled in a deep breath, steeling his resolve. A distant part of his mind registered Aberfrer’s hand clutching one shoulder, Piers’ the other, lending their strength. “Because you are my brother, I’ll let no other touch you. Go with the ancestors, Radre Bertillian, King of Myrgren.”

	Wycke honored his duty.
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	Piers sat on a bench in the garden behind the imposing stone castle. Fat blooms hung from flowering plants, the air resembling early spring back home, not winter in the mountains. Snow batted against the invisible half-sphere a few yards away, slipping off the sides to gather in drifts, a line clearly demarking where the ancient spell ended.

	Would the spells eventually die altogether, or would the magic living beneath the castle forever preserve this place of beauty?

	Wycke sat on a log on the ground, leaning back between Piers’ spread legs and resting his head on Piers’ chest.

	Piers’ mother. He’d spoken to his mother. Despite his wishes for her to have been simply misunderstood, she proved as corrupt as he’d heard, caring for none but herself until her dying breath. No wonder people feared him, her son.

	And her magic lived inside him. Please let Uncle Lee be correct in it being Piers’ choice to do good or evil. He also shared a father with High King Broen. Piers had always wanted a brother, but would the brother want the son of a murderous sorceress?

	Piers remembered snippets of a conversation. A dream? Did magic live and breathe? Have its own thoughts? How Piers needed Uncle Lee’s guidance now.

	“What the fuck just happened?” he whispered, carding his fingers through the silken strands of Wycke’s hair. More contact would be nice, but not with guards lurking on the periphery of his vision.

	Wycke replied in monotone, “I ended my brother’s life. He took your mother with him.”

	A mere month ago, Piers wouldn’t have believed any such thing, wouldn’t have believed in elves and magic and magical snow globe gardens. Even those facts paled in comparison to two people in one body and watching someone end both those lives. “That’s all kinds of fucked up, just so you know.”

	Wycke patted Piers’ calf. “Agreed.”

	“What now?” Piers’ heart ached. What would become of him and Wycke?  Should he go back to his own realm? Would Aberfrer wipe Piers’ mind, so he didn’t remember ever being here? And what of his magic? Would someone try to drain him of his power?

	“I don’t know. Given our untrained state, you and I could be considered a threat.” Wycke’s tones were clipped, uncertain. Piers much preferred Wycke the Self-assured. “And I just killed a king and a sorceress. They both had their followers.”

	“Is the high king no better? After Nyanda died, shouldn’t he have recovered?”

	“That’s what I thought, but he’s much the same.”

	“Is there anything we can do to help him?” Piers’ brother might not want him, but Piers desperately wanted any kin possible, and to make Saris happy.

	“We’re not exactly trusted at the moment. If not for Aberfrer, who’d believe I didn’t kill my brother for his crown?” Bitterness filled the words Wycke spat.

	Wycke had ended his brother’s life rather than allowing Aberfrer or another to do so. Even in so short a time of their acquaintance, Piers recognized the toll the act had taken on Wycke. He’d killed as a mercy for Radre and to help Broen.

	Piers’ heart fell further. King Wycke. As next in line to the throne, at Radre’s death, Wycke became a king. And Piers a… what? Bartender? A magical bartender, to be sure, but a bartender nonetheless, the bastard son of a king and a sorceress. He sure as hell didn’t intend to carry on his family’s legacy. “You’re a king now.”

	Wycke snorted, jostling Piers’ thigh. “Do you honestly think anyone would allow me on a throne?”

	“We could leave.” And do what? Go back to Piers’ apartment? Would an unending stream of hellhounds show up at their door?

	“The grounds are warded. We can’t leave.”

	“If we can’t leave, can we use this magic everyone says we have to heal the high king?” If only Piers had kept his mother’s grimoire instead of letting Aberfrer lock it away, maybe he’d have found more answers.

	“I don’t know. I’ve never heard of anyone casting healing spells without actually touching the person they’re treating.”

	“Then what can it hurt? What do I need to do?”

	Wycke tilted his head back, peering up at Piers. “Did you get a good look at Broen?”

	“Not really.” Piers had caught one glimpse of the king, face haggard, shoulders stooped. Not the vibrant man Saris and Wycke spoke of.

	Wycke twisted around, cupping Piers’ face in his warm palms. He lifted until their gazes met. “Then look into my mind. I’ll hold the image.”

	How the hell was Piers supposed to… Then a vision appeared: green eyes crinkled at the corners, auburn hair, a smiling mouth. “I see him.”

	“Wish him well, like you’ve never wished for anything before.”

	Piers concentrated, an image forming in his mind of Broen, unable to recognize Saris, then focused on turning the image into the smiling man from Wycke’s memories.

	He vaguely registered Wycke clasping his fingers. Piers wished for the king to be himself again with all his heart because that would make Saris happy. At some point, he stopped wishing for the king’s health and wished for Saris’s happiness.

	Images came unbidden: Saris laughing, chasing a little girl with hair the color of burnished copper, holding a boy on her hip, with hair the same brilliant color. Saris? Children? The image vanished from Piers’ mind; smoke blown away by the wind.

	His consciousness drifted. He wished for Jess’s happiness, and for him and Wycke, even for Chynne, though nothing seemed to happen when he wished Chynne to be free. It’s not time, he heard in a chorus of voices.

	He saw unfamiliar stars overhead, and himself, naked and stretched out on a bed of sand.

	At some point, he found himself skin to skin with Wycke, their mouths melded and their limbs entwined. He floated, drifting in the breeze with Wycke, feeling safer than he’d ever felt in his life.

	And still, he wished. The images changed again.

	Piers stood in front of his mother’s book, in the tower room where he’d been imprisoned. He glanced left, but no raven sat on the empty perch. Caught in a magnetic force, he dropped his head, staring at an opened page. As before, whispers sounded in his ears.

	Powerless to avert his gaze, he studied the pages. Letters in some unknown language crawled over the paper, dispersing, reforming. His lips moved, shaping words his brain couldn’t comprehend.

	The scent of incense filled his nose, not cloying this time, merely a backdrop. He chanted, tapping out a rhythm with his fingers on some hard surface. Mist swirled around him, thousands of pinpricks of light.

	The whispers became clearer, allowing him to make out a word here, a phrase there. If he tried just a little more…

	We are here, they whispered, ready to do your bidding.

	The lights took human form. He innately knew these were the ones who’d fallen to his mother’s hunger for power. Men and women, young and old, some whose faces were pinched and harsh, others serene. They all stood in judgment of Sorceress Nyanda Gimitri.

	“I’m sorry, so, so, sorry.” Piers looked out over his mother’s victims. The sheer number of them! Each leaving loved ones behind. So many people were affected by one woman, and not for good. He blinked back hot tears. Lives cut short, some little more than children.

	A woman who appeared only a few years older than Piers stepped forward, wearing deep red robes. “We’re not sorry,” she replied. “Sorceress Nyanda took our souls, thinking she needed them to have our magic.” She inclined her head. “By keeping our souls, we remained on this plane. Her death freed us. You and your mate freed us.”

	“Who are you?”

	“Many of us are mages. I held the rank of sorceress in life, newly trained and easily tricked by your mother.”

	“I’m sorry,” Piers said again.

	The woman laid a hand on Piers’ cheek, the gesture so like Wycke’s that Piers’ heart ached. “Don’t be. You’re not your mother, and we expect great things from you.”

	“But she was my mother.”

	“If it eases your heart, I am your true mother.”

	“My true mother?” But Piers physically resembled his mother, held her magic.

	The woman’s lips lifted in a benevolent smile, her amber-colored eyes conveying warmth. “Your mother is the magic of this world.”

	The woman’s image faded; the tiny lights reappeared. Piers stepped into their midst, sparks prickling his skin. Not pain, but a welcome. A welcome home. Swirls of power rose from beneath the castle, sweeping him away in its tide.

	A man born to magic. Home at last.

	The magic welcomed him, wrapped him in warmth.

	A pool of water, his uncle’s embrace.

	He’d never felt a greater sense of belonging.

	Then, suddenly, the magic receded. No! “Don’t!” Piers cried. “Don’t go away. Don’t leave me! I just found you!”

	Once more images invaded his mind: Chynne, Saris, Jess… Wycke. What would become of them if Piers left? His heart ached. He wanted the magic, the deep sense of belonging, but he wanted—needed—his friends more.

	“What about the king?” he asked, remembering his purpose.

	“The bond between the king and the sorceress has been severed. She will plague the mortal realm no more.”

	Should Piers mourn her? She who’d never truly been a mother.

	“We are your family now,” he heard in the woman’s voice. “We’re always with you, little one.” In a bright shower of sparks, the magic withdrew back into the mountain.

	A warm blanket of peace wrapped Piers in a tight embrace.
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	Two days. Piers slept for two days, made as comfortable as possible in Wycke’s bed. Wycke had turned the mages away, preferring to tend to Piers himself.

	Saris visited on occasion, Jess and Aberfrer, but Wycke allowed few others. Once, he woke with a jolt to find tiny black hairs on the pillow between himself and Piers, so Chynne must’ve come at some point.

	Good luck holding him back.

	Jess mentioned being due back with the elves but refused to leave until Piers awoke.

	“He is fine. Just magically exhausted. He’ll come around in time,” Aberfrer said upon each visit.

	Wycke and Piers had been sitting in the garden. Had Wycke pushed Piers to overreach his strength in asking him to wish the king well? Gods, ancestors, and whoever else might be listening, please let him recover.

	Tapping came on the door. Wycke opened the door to find Saris, dressed head to toe in black. Jess wore jeans and a black T-shirt.

	“How is he?” Saris asked.

	Wycke spared a glance over his shoulder. “Still the same.”

	Jess entered the room, sinking into Wycke’s chair beside the bed and lifting Piers’ hand into her own. “Wake up, you big lug,” she murmured. “I miss you.” She rubbed Piers’ knuckles along her cheek.

	“We won’t be gone long,” Saris told her.

	“Take your time.” Jess settled more comfortably into the chair. “I’ll be here.”

	Wycke pulled his cloak tightly over his traditional black clothing and trundled downstairs, hesitating twice as he fought the desire to return to Piers. Duty finally took him to the castle’s back entrance, where they paused to allow Saris time to don her cloak and hood. Together, the last remaining Bertillians stepped out into the chilly weather.

	He left the door open for the guard trailing them.

	Light snow fell, though ancient spells kept the path beneath their feet free of ice. The cold still wrapped them in a tight fist. Wycke shivered. And to think, he used to complain about the balmy warmth of Dhugach.

	What servants remained at the castle lined the way, heads bowed. Saris probably remembered making this journey for their mother, though their father hadn’t been allowed a burial befitting a king.

	“How is your mate?” Wycke asked along the way.

	“Nearly fully recovered, though the mages wouldn’t allow him to attend today.”

	Of course, they wouldn’t allow the high king to attend the funeral of an enemy. “I’m glad he’s better. Have you spoken?”

	“Some.”

	“We’re not in prison. Or is that a temporary state?” Hard to miss the guard who’d followed them out the door. His heavy footsteps defied the footstep-muffling effects of the snow. The normal protectors, or jailers? Wycke spotted several more guards along the way, Sir Broderick among them.

	“I do not know. He’s been so busy with other matters, we’ve scarcely managed a moment alone.” Saris changed the subject. “Has Piers shown any improvement at all?”

	Wycke shook his head. “No. He hasn’t woken up.”

	Saris leaned in, bumping her shoulder against Wycke’s. “The king began improving at the same time Piers lost consciousness. Aberfrer says this is no coincidence. Piers exhausted himself making Broen well again.”

	Wycke hadn’t known the cost when he’d asked for Piers’ help. He’d rather have Piers. And if Piers put himself in danger for the king or anyone else, Wycke would give him a good, hard shake once he woke up.

	They drifted past trees, limbs heavy with snow, and came to a waist-high iron fence. The gate stood open. Hand firmly on Saris’s elbow, Wycke drew them forward to where their brother’s shroud-covered body lay suspended above a hole dug beside their mother’s grave.

	Aberfrer stood on the far side of the hole in his purple robes.

	Servants and others gathered around. Wycke caught a glimpse of the occasional fae creature.

	“We are here to honor the life of King Radre Bertillian,” Aberfrer said, “one in a long line of Bertillian kings.” He went on and on, elaborating on small deeds to make them seem as though Radre accomplished something during his kingship, but speaking mainly of the great acts of Bertillians long dead.

	At last, four stocky servants lowered Radre into the hole. Saris wept quietly beside Wycke. He remained dry-eyed, though his heart ached for the brother he’d lost the day of his birth. The mourners gradually dispersed, but he and Saris stayed after most of the others left, staring at the trio of graves: their mother’s, their father’s, and their brother’s. Their guards kept a discreet distance.

	“It’s so quiet here,” Saris said. “I’d forgotten how the snow muffles sound.”

	Wycke glanced up to the gray sky. The air seemed cleaner here, though harder to breathe. “You were happy here.”

	Saris nodded. “As a girl, when mother was alive, yes. After she died, you were my joy in life.”

	“Would you return if you could?”

	“To what? No amount of sorcery ever reversed time. Some would see you crowned immediately and assume the role of Myrgren’s king.”

	King over what? Between their father and brother, little more than ashes remained of a once grand kingdom. Wycke gave a humorless chuckle. “And some who’d just as quickly see me hanged.”

	“What will you do?”

	“Fate is entirely in the hands of your mate.” Wycke offered his arm. “Shall we go see what awaits?”

	Saris slipped a gloved hand around the offered arm. “As long as we do so together, brother.”

	They passed a lone grave outside the family cemetery on their way back to the castle. The stone read, “Lady Nyanda Gimitri.”
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	Wycke tried wish magic again after the funeral. Nothing. He kept a silent vigil. That night he left the uncomfortable chair to join Piers on the bed. “They buried my brother today. Well, I suppose your mother and my brother.” Very messed up indeed.

	Piers didn’t answer, merely breathed in a slow, steady pace.

	“The king is better. Aberfrer says we have you to thank, but he doesn’t know how.”

	Again, nothing.

	“You know, I think I’m well on my way to caring for you deeply.” The confession shocked Wycke, but the words spoken in haste were true. Piers wanted nothing from Wycke but Wycke himself, and regardless of how hard the road, Piers never strayed. A solid friend to have at one’s back. “I’m glad our magic bound us together. I hope one day you’ll feel the same. And I’m not just saying this because we’re stuck with each other.” Wycke dropped a kiss to Piers’ forehead. “Please wake up.” He wouldn’t think about the consequences of being mate-bound forever to a man who might resent the connection—it created too much unease.

	Wycke extinguished the candles and settled down for one more night of watching and waiting.

	[image: Image]

	 

	Sunlight streamed through the windows when Wycke next awoke.

	Piers blinked opened his eyes. “Damn. How long did I sleep this time? I seemed to be making a habit of long naps.” He reached out, brushing his fingers against Wycke’s face, giving a tired smile.

	Awake! Piers opened his eyes at last! Wycke barely restrained himself from pouncing on the man. “Nearly three days.”

	Piers shifted into a sitting position, back propped against the headboard. Furrows formed on his brow. “We weren’t here. We were…”

	“In the gardens.” Sitting on a bench in the gardens, Piers started to shake… then… For long moments Wycke believed Piers dead.

	“What happened?”

	“You wore yourself out magically. Though exactly how, no one worked out. But your efforts were successful. Broen continues to improve.”

	“What did I do?”

	Two quick taps hit the door before Aberfrer entered. It would serve him right if he’d interrupted Wycke and Piers in the middle of something. But knowing the old sod, he’d stick around and enjoy the show, adding commentary on how each act affected their magic.

	Not creepy at all.

	Aberfrer wore the purple robes of his station. Not good. “I am here to inform you the king has recovered sufficiently and has granted you an audience.”

	“What about my sister?” Wycke asked. Granted an audience? More like “demanded your presence.” So Aberfrer must’ve sensed Piers’ wakefulness.

	“I was not informed of the queen consort’s plans.”

	Should Wycke consider “the queen consort’s plans” a good thing versus “the king’s plans for the queen consort?”

	“Do you at least know if she’s well?”

	“She is well,” Piers said, tilting his head. “She worries, but she’s fine.” He straightened his head. “How do I know?”

	Aberfrer tutted. “Ah, the young of the generation. ’Twill be a miracle if we last another thousand seasons.”

	“Did you come here for a reason?” Being naked with only a sheet for protection between Wycke and someone who might or might not be his worst enemy wasn’t a comfortable situation. Well, one of his worst enemies. His brother or Lady Nyanda held the top spot.

	Or they had.

	“You are to be dressed and ready to present yourselves to the high king when the sun stands directly overhead.”

	“In case you haven’t noticed, we have no clothes.” Wycke checked. All his clothing and shoes—gone.

	“Clothing will be arranged.”

	“What time is it now?”

	“First light. I’ll have a proper meal brought.” Aberfrer’s bearing and tone gave no indication of what Wycke and Piers might soon face.

	“You do that.”

	With a pointed look at Piers, Aberfrer left. He might as well have said, I’m keeping an eye on you.

	Piers grabbed Wycke in a stranglehold. “What is the king going to do? Will we be killed?”

	“I don’t know, but I won’t let anyone harm you.” Wycke held Piers, their magic ebbing and flowing around them. Piers calmed, swaying, taking Wycke with him. Wycke promised what he could. He whispered against Piers’ hair, “Whatever happens, I’m here for you.”

	Their magic had decided.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
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	Wycke stood before a room he vaguely recalled as his father’s office, heart pounding. High King Broen opened the door himself. “Your Majesty.” Wycke inclined his head. He didn’t dare throw himself into the man’s arms, praising the ancestors and every known deity for Broen’s restored mind.

	Broen cocked an eyebrow. “You’ve never shown me reverence before. Why start now?” One hand on Wycke’s shoulder, he gestured with the other for Wycke to sit, not in front of the desk, but in a comfortable chair adjacent to a loveseat. Both appeared new, as did the desk, so must’ve been brought from Dhugach.

	Broen took the loveseat, sighing as he sank down. Shadows hallowed his cheeks and eyes. The entire room held a hint of neglect, matching his weary appearance. He let out a heavy sigh. “Wycke, whatever are we to do with you?”

	“No executions or cells has my vote.”

	Broen studied Wycke several long moments. “I have a problem. A magical problem.”

	“And I have magic.” More than Wycke ever dreamed possible, thanks to Piers. At Aberfrer’s urging, Wycke had removed the suppression cuff. His magic had outgrown any attempt to hide.

	“And you have magic.” Broen leaned forward, narrowing his eyes. “Magic you and your sister hid from me, which I can understand, under the circumstances. You were a child. Saris was worried for you. She also lied about hiding Nyanda’s offspring, a child I now find to be of my own bloodline. Those are treasonous charges.”

	“You cannot blame my sister for having a big heart.” Maybe Wycke should use his magic, take his sister, far, far away.

	“No, I cannot. That’s part of her appeal. I’d hoped she’d use her big heart to love me and our children one day.” Broen shook his head. “I’ve been patient, but it seems a happy family is not meant to be.”

	Broen’s pain echoed in Wycke’s heart. So, he’d dissolve his bond to Saris. “You’ll try her for treason?”

	A fire spell couldn’t have jolted Broen any harder. “I’ll do no such thing. She was forced into this bond with me. It wasn’t of her own choosing. But enough about Saris. We are here to speak about you.”

	“I’d rather speak of Saris.”

	Broen lifted one auburn eyebrow, green eyes a bit watery. “I bet you would. You hid magic from me. Knowing now what I do about your brother, your and Saris’s ruse possibly saved the kingdom. He, or rather, the sorceress possessing him, would have taken your magic long ago.

	“Now to find out you bonded with Nyanda’s son, my half-brother, and hid that knowledge also.”

	“I only just fou—”

	“Silence!” Broen shouted. “The people of Dhugach are using what happened to condemn you and your sister and demand the dissolution of my bonding, or at least for me to put Saris aside. They’ve grown so bold as to suggest new candidates for a queen consort.” He rose, paced to the window, and stared out at the mountains. “I understand that, quite by accident, you’ve become one of the most powerful sorcerers ever to live. Untrained but powerful. You’ve become dangerous.”

	Uh-oh. Maybe Broen hadn’t ruled out execution after all. “But I’ve harmed no one with my power.”

	Broen snorted, back turned. “Which matters little to the people. They see you as a threat. So now, I have the problem of dealing with not one but two sorcerers, powerful sorcerers. Bonded sorcerers. What’s to stop you from taking over Tirra Neu?”

	“How about the fact we don’t want to, and Piers nearly gave his own life to save yours?” Running a kingdom? Too much responsibility. No, thank you. Wycke wanted to ask about Piers and the others but somehow felt through his connection with Piers that they were nervous but unharmed. So far.

	“That is what you say today, but what about tomorrow?”

	Wycke let out a snort. “You’ve known me for how long? Do you honestly believe I’d ever want the obligation? Dealing with constant demands on my time? Which is why I put up with Radre’s insufferable ass. He stood between me and the Myrgren throne, and I was damned happy to have him there.”

	“Which brings me to my next point. Those with no magic manage perfectly fine without, but those born with the spark won’t survive long once the spark is snuffed out.” Broen’s voice grew somber. “Your brother has died. You’re rightful king of Myrgren.” 

	“Even though I took his life.”

	“Aberfrer has told me everything. Your brother’s life ended long before his body breathed its last.”

	Wycke found an opening. As much as he hated his brother dying, he’d fight to live now. “Then let me stay here with your most trusted advisors. I’ll never bother you again.” If Broen sentenced Wycke to die, what would become of Saris and Piers?

	“It’s not so simple.”

	“It is. Believe me, it is.” Or so Wycke hoped. Would wish magic work on the king? Or would using magic in such a way make Wycke no better than Nyanda? “Would you rather I come back to Dhugach and start seducing guards and ladies-in-waiting again?”

	A knock came at the door. King Broen bellowed, “I told you we were not to be disturbed!”

	One of his guards opened the door, worry creases on his brow and hair sticking up at odd angles. “Sire, we have a… situation. You are needed immediately in the great hall.”

	Broen strode toward the door. “Fetch Prince Wycke’s guard. He’s not to leave this room.” He swaggered out, slamming the door behind him.

	Wycke strode to the window and looked out on the world he soon might not belong to.

	What could be so crucial as to pull the king away?
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	“Where is Wycke?” No matter who Piers asked, no one answered. Instead, uniformed guards armed with swords herded him down a hallway. A familiar uniform. The kind he’d once found in his uncle’s closet, but in different colors.

	He kind of expected suits of armor along the walls but found the corridors mostly bare. Well-dressed people gawked at him: ogres, elves, some races he didn’t know the proper names for. Fairies flitted by, much smaller than the generous tipper he’d met at the club. They must be able to change their size.

	Every footstep spelled Piers’ doom. Cuffs on his wrists inhibited his magic. At last, the crowd parted, and he stepped through the doorway into a vast room. Flames flickered in multiple fireplaces, and more wheel-light thingies hung overhead, candles currently unlit. More people crowded inside, hissing and whispering behind their hands, except for the ogres, who didn’t seem to possess inside voices. He searched for George to no avail.

	His guard wasn’t rough, merely firm, keeping a grip on Piers’ arm and steering him towards the front of the room. A pity. He’d always been partial to sitting in the back, the better to be overlooked by teachers and bullies.

	A woman in a pale blue gown looked familiar, but he didn’t know anyone here. Wait! “Jess!”

	Jess gave him a gentle smile and touched her finger to her lips, the most politely she’d ever told him to shut the fuck up. Wow! No facial piercings, and not a single tattoo in sight, likely more by the fashion of the gown than planning. Wait! Not a gown. Definitely wide-legged pants and a flowing top. The outfit suited her.

	Her hair blended with the pink, blues, lavenders, and jades of other ladies he spotted.

	Once Piers arrived at the front of the room, his guard pressed a hand to his shoulder, urging him to sit on a chair placed directly in front of what he assumed to be a throne.

	With his long, auburn hair and green eyes, the man seated on the throne would’ve had his pick of partners at the gay clubs back home. High King Broen? This was the husband Saris rejected? Was he cruel? A drunkard? Piers couldn’t imagine her tolerating a bad husband. Mate. Whatever.

	Queen Badass would take him out and make sure no one ever found the body.

	King Broen raised and then slowly lowered his hand. The room’s volume decreased. “I have been told my presence was required. Who has summoned me?”

	A willowy woman sidled past Jess and made her way before the king, where she dropped into a curtsy. Pointed ears peeked out from lavender hair. “Majesty. I believe that is the correct greeting for your kind.” She stood ramrod straight but showed no sign of fear. She’d have looked right at home in a cheerleader outfit at a high school football game.

	“To whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?” The king showed courtesy, with a hint of caution.

	“I am Queen Meyghian, of the Northern Reaches Elvish folk.” A gossamer green dress much too light for the draftiness of the castle further showcased the woman’s delicate features.

	Broen tipped his head to the side. “Northern Reaches? I’d thought your tribe perished in the wars.”

	“No. A few of us survived, no thanks to humans. Many by escaping to alternate realms until peace returned. With the death of the evil King Radre, I hope to summon my people home.” The elf queen’s voice, though soft, carried throughout the room.

	“It gladdens my heart to hear your people have survived. They have long been friendly with the Hanaran line,” Broen said. He sounded strong for a guy supposedly at death’s door a few days ago.

	Queen Meyghian dipped her chin. “That we have. It is past goodwill we hope will help us make our case.”

	“What case?”

	“There are others who stand with me.”

	“Where are they?”

	“Here.” George stepped out of the crowd. “You couldn’t pronounce my birth name. George is sufficient. My kind also fled to escape the wars. We don’t have hereditary ranks as you do. Our leaders are chosen. I am brother to the current sachem.”

	A beautiful black cat sauntered over to join the pair. Like Chynne, but not Chynne. “I am Muse Berstaid, whom you would call a familiar.” She hissed. “Enslavement. But that is a topic for another day. I, too, came to speak with you on behalf of my clan.”

	The suspicion on King Broen’s face grew, and he surveyed the room, now mostly filled with nonhumans, or to Piers’ eyes anyway. “What is it you would have of me?”

	Queen Meyghian turned an inquiring look on the others, who nodded. “We understand that you have taken a sorcerer into custody, the child of your own father and Sorceress Nyanda Gimitri.”

	“We have.”

	“Because of his power and bloodline, wisdom would say you cannot allow him to live.” Queen Meyghian’s words held a challenge.

	Nearly imperceptibly, King Broen flinched. “Death is not my intention.”

	Piers winced. Dead? They wanted to kill him. Had they killed Wycke? No. There. A warmth behind his breastbone said Wycke lived.

	Queen Meyghian’s smile fell. “Ah, yes. But that is what your people demand of you, is it not? Some will say a sorcerer of Pieravor Gimitri’s power and influence threatens the safety of the kingdom.

	“We are here to represent each of our respective peoples and inform you that we consider him an ally. He has done nothing to warrant his arrest but be his mother’s son in birth only. Your own mate is the child of a tyrant. Would you blame her for the sins of her father?”

	The king remained quiet.

	Queen Meyghian’s expression turned sly. “Oh, but you do. Maybe not the father's sins, but the brother’s, perhaps?”

	A man, who might be a minister of some sort, spoke from his place beside the throne. “Queen Consort Saris kept important facts from His Majesty, clearly acts of treason.”

	“Treason?” The whip-crack of Queen Meyghian’s voice brought gasps from those assembled. “She’d been told a helpless baby held no power and didn’t want to see him killed. Nor did she want her young brother used as a pawn. She stood for the helpless ones under her care. Isn’t that the purpose of a leader?” The tiny elf queen fairly vibrated with anger. “We value our young, having lost so many during your damnable wars! Do we blame you? Did we come seeking blood? No. We fled. Leaving our ancestral lands. Tirra Neu belongs as much to us as to your kind. We have a say in this decision. What happens if you kill this sorcerer to set an example? The next one will hide better and strike before you strike them. Before you make enemies, consider the chance to gain a powerful ally.”

	She paused, composure settling around her. “In addition, you hold Prince Wycke of Myrgren, who has also proven his worth to those you’d prefer to think of as servants—if you think of us at all.”

	King Broen clenched and unclenched his fists, his only outward appearance of discomfort. “How have you learned all these things?”

	“My prospective future daughter-by-bonding has told me, has shown me.”

	Jess? Was she talking about Jess? Elf Boy was a prince? Jess agreed to bond? Well, if she decided to wear something besides blue jeans for a guy, she must be serious.

	Long engagement, Jess mouthed.

	And George. Brother to a king or chieftain.

	“What do you suggest?” King Broen asked far more quietly than Piers might have. “As long as they remain here, so too remains the threat.”

	Piers couldn’t see Queen Meyghian’s face from where he sat when she turned toward King Broen straight-on but imagined a smile based on the lilt of her voice. “Then allow them to live—elsewhere. Pieravor has made a life in the human realm, as has my son, Prince Vale. Allow him to return with his bonded mate.”

	“And permit them to cause trouble in another realm?”

	“Not cause trouble. More and more beings from our realm have crossed into theirs. Some fleeing war, some, like my son, seeking adventure and understanding, and others outlawed in our realm. Refugees and adventure-seekers have no resources there, nor those beyond the law any consequences. I propose to establish a consulate, let them use their magic and skills.”

	“What of Myrgren? King Radre is dead, and Prince Wycke is next in line to the throne.”

	Queen Meyghian sighed. “Myrgren sits on the seat of all magic in Tirra Neu. Magic too powerful for those of your kind to wield for long without affecting their minds, like Lady Nyanda. Have you not noticed human magical abilities declining more and more with each generation? Yes, you have mages and sorcerers who’ve learned to control magic, bend it to their will. Even some of those go astray from time to time. Non-humans don’t control the magic; we form a symbiotic bond.”

	Queen Meyghian took a few paces toward the throne. Guards stepped between her and the high king, but he waved them away. “Go on.”

	“Before the first king built a castle here and declared the land his own, elves, fairies, gargoyles, ogres, trolls, and other folks made this their home. I have it on good authority that Prince Wycke has no desire to be king.” Queen Meyghian flourished a sweep of her hand. “Did you not notice how the surrounding lands have remained unoccupied since the deciding battle? Radre, or rather, Nyanda, cared for nothing in this land but the power beneath. We, its rightful guardians, want to fulfill our role as protectors. The humans currently living here can stay, for they are our friends, but never again will we be ruled by a human.”

	“And if we don’t take your suggestions?” the minister asked.

	All eyes turned as a gargoyle ducked beneath the doorway and stomped into the room—a gargoyle with a distinctive scar on its breast—followed by several other beings Piers couldn’t name but whose features definitely weren’t entirely human. All whiffed of power.

	“Simple.” Queen Meyghian turned, letting everyone see her shark smile. “We declare war and take back this mountain by force.”

	Before he could stop himself, Piers stood. His mouth opened, but the words weren’t his. Instead, an echo like a thousand blended voices said, “Heed our word, High King of Tirra Neu. The magic of this place protects both Wycke Bertillian and Pieravor Gimitri. Harm them at your own risk.”

	George, Vale, Jess, and Aberfrer took up places behind Piers. A commotion came from the doorway, then Saris strode in with her guard, Wycke between them. Any who stood in their way soon backed off at a glare from Saris. They joined those standing behind Piers, except for Wycke, who took a place alongside. A dragon poked its head through a window. Chynne! Apparently recovered.

	Shrieks rose from the spectators, who all fled their places near the windows, only to scream and run back from the doors. A massive hellhound approached, wearing a yellow strip of cloth like a toga. Four smaller hellhounds followed behind. Even Piers flinched for a moment until the beings joined his little group.

	Mama Hellhound must’ve kept her word about getting her sons in line.

	One by one, the leaders of the other tribes gathered around him. Queen Meyghian spoke. “You’ve never before considered Tirra Neu’s magic a living entity, but it is, and it has spoken, as have we. Recent events have brought about something never before seen in our history: a uniting of tribes. Can we add yours?”
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	Piers strolled along the shoreline of the Taika Sea. Mountains towered in the distance. Between there and the beach, nothing but green as far as the eye could see.

	If he turned, he’d see the palace they’d come from and the city beyond. The farther they wandered, the quieter the surroundings. No cars here, no traffic noises. So peaceful. So easy to imagine his future didn’t hang in the balance.

	His newly-discovered brother, High King Broen, met with advisors in the palace, deciding Piers and Wycke’s fate. That the king allowed the two of them to leave the palace offered some reassurance that Piers wouldn’t face the magical equivalent of a firing squad. However, guards followed at a careful distance. If he really wanted, he and Wycke could probably still manage a portal.

	He’d save escape for a last resort. With hellhounds on his side, who’d be able to track him?

	The air smelled salty but clean, the constant breeze brushing Piers’ face. No huge buildings, no crush of people. Nothing but crashing waves along the shoreline. Such a beautiful place.

	Wycke waded barefoot into the waves, pants rolled up to his knees and boots in his hand.

	Piers splashed into the water behind him. “I still can’t believe I’m from Myrgren.”  Myrgren. Tirra Neu. Fanciful names he’d only heard of in stories until recently. Real places. His home.

	His and Wycke’s.

	Wycke knelt and tossed a shell into the waves, then another. Blue, shimmering creatures as large as his hand rose above the waves before plunging back into the sea.

	Piers took a step closer to Wycke. Without an audience, he’d have taken this man into his arms. “Before I met you, I lived an ordinary life. Boring, but ordinary. Now.” He shook his head. “This is too much to take in.”

	“I know. To find yourself dropped into a strange world as an adult and not eased in as a child, without parents or mentors to guide you.” Wycke stared down at the wet sand. “The human realm overwhelmed me on my first few visits.”

	“The things Uncle Lee told me about are real. I thought they were stories.” So many years ago, his uncle told Piers all about the place but never mentioned Terra New, or rather, Tirra Neu was real. How longingly he’d spoken of his old home. His life as a soldier. The barracks and the men he’d served with. He’d left his entire life behind.

	For Piers. An invisible fist squeezed Piers’ heart.

	“They’re as real as you or I.” Then, as though sensing his isolation, Wycke slogged the few feet to Piers, dropping an arm around his shoulders. “Everything will be all right. I promise you. No matter what we have to do.”

	Suddenly the world seemed less lonely, less cold.

	They resumed walking, Piers’ bare feet squelching in damp gray sand. Wycke didn’t remove his arm. If he had, Piers might beg him to return it to his shoulder.

	The bond didn’t create the seeds that will one day become love.

	Magic had said one day Piers and Wycke would love each other. Once the world stopped tipping off its axis, maybe. Piers would enjoy the friendship until then, getting to know his accidental mate.

	Or rather, the mate magic picked for him.

	An iridescent green tail surfaced in the distance and sank beneath the waves. What the…

	“Merfolk,” Wycke said, pulling Piers closer. “They normally don’t swim so near to shore. I think they’re drawn to your magic.”

	Magic. All conversations came back around to Piers’ birthright. “I didn’t want any of this,” he said, voice barely audible over the crashing waves.

	“Any of what?”

	“This!” Piers waved a hand to indicate their surroundings.

	“Did any of us? You weren’t raised here, but this is your home.” Wycke delivered a gentle shake. “But for bad luck, we might have played together as kids.”

	Kids. Piers tried to imagine his lonely young self with a friend. He’d have loved a friend, someone to talk to other than Uncle Lee. Someone who’d tell him where he came from. “I’d have liked that,” he admitted.

	“Me too.” Wycke poured a whole lot of sadness into his words. “I lived a lonely childhood.” He faced Piers and grinned his goofy, lopsided smile. “Oh, the terror we’d have caused. You’d have helped me live up to my nickname for sure.”

	Piers easily pictured a young him and a young Wicked getting into trouble and threw Jess into the mix, too, because, well, he couldn’t leave her out.

	Wycke took Piers into his arms and swayed slowly back and forth. Piers recalled the tune they’d danced to in Wycke’s hotel room and hummed along to the strange melody.

	A dance. It all started with a dance. Body-to-body, hands clasped behind each other's necks, they stepped lightly, neither leading nor following, their bond holding them in sync. Or maybe more than their bond kept them in perfect harmony.

	Before Piers’ mind caught up, he parted his lips, allowing Wycke’s tongue refuge in his mouth. For all the frantic moments of their one night together, this time the kiss remained slow, gentle.

	Comforting. Desire coursed through him. He’d love to lie on the sand with Wycke and get reacquainted in the most intimate ways. Being under constant guard, plus Aberfrer’s habit of entering the room unexpectedly, made anything beyond a few kisses impossible. Door locks didn’t keep determined sorcerers out. Just wait until Piers mastered his skills.

	One of their guards cleared her throat, bringing reality crashing back down.

	Wycke didn’t break the kiss. Instead, he rocked back and forth, slow dancing to the rolling tempo of the waves. The kiss deepened, Piers seeking solace in the connection, the one person standing between him and falling apart.

	The man who’d risked so much to storm a tower and save Piers. Relationships had been based on less.

	Wycke broke the kiss, murmuring, “We should be getting back.”

	Piers stood at the water’s edge, watching the sun sink below the horizon. “Can we please stay a bit longer? There’s something I want to see.”

	Slowly the world darkened, and the stars came out.

	Piers sank down onto his back on the sand, Wycke beside him, staring up at the sky. “The night is so beautiful. The stars are different where I’m from. That’s what Uncle Lee used to tell me. Now I know what he meant.” He pointed upward. “There’s a constellation that looks like a horse.”

	“The centaur,” Wycke corrected. “And over there”—he pointed to the left— “is the woodland elf. See his bow?”

	“I do!” Piers stared out at moonlight shining on the rolling waves. Oh, for Uncle Lee to be here with him, showing him around, sharing more stories that were no longer merely tales but history.

	“He’d be proud of you, you know,” Wycke said. “Your uncle. I wish I could remember him or could meet him now.”

	For long moments Piers and Wycke remained side-by-side, fingers entwined. Finally, Piers asked, “What do you think King Broen will decide? They’re not going to kill us, are they?”

	“No. We’re not,” came a voice from the shadows.

	Piers shot upright, Wycke sitting up at a more leisurely pace.

	Wycke’s squeezed his hand. “It’s okay. Broen, what are you doing here? Or do I need to call you High King Broen?” A trace of tension lurked in the words.

	The king barked a laugh. “Since when have you ever deferred to a title? And as you took your time returning, and I do not enjoy waiting, I came to you.”

	“Where are your guards?”

	A fire sprang to life a few feet away, flames licking at a stack of driftwood, revealing Aberfrer. “I believe I can handle anything that comes our way. I’ve sent your guards back to the palace.”

	They must really trust Piers and Wycke, to come here alone.

	“Why are you here?” Wycke asked, pulling Piers close.

	“May we sit down?” The king didn’t look very kingly, dressed casually in breeches and a loose shirt. His feet were bare. Still, he exuded authority.

	“It’s your kingdom,” Wycke said, nodding toward the sand.

	The king exchanged a look with Aberfrer, who waved a hand. They sat upon newly-created chairs. Oh, for Piers to have such control over his own abilities.

	“I remember playing here as a boy,” Broen said, voice wistful. “Sad to say how many seasons it’s been since I’ve come here.”

	“Myself as well,” Aberfrer added.

	If he tried, Piers might be able to picture Broen as a child, especially after having a vision of what the king’s children would look like. Aberfrer? Not so much. They sat in silence for a few moments, long enough for Piers’ nerves to fray. Would they please just state their purpose?

	Finally, Broen said, “We’ve come to tell you our decision.”

	Wycke locked a death grip onto Piers’ hand.

	Aberfrer continued, “As part of a new treaty with the magical races, we’ve agreed to follow Queen Meyghian’s suggestion if you’re agreeable.”

	Piers looked to Wycke for confirmation, who shrugged. Piers let out a sigh of relief.

	King Broen looked from one of them to the other. “We’d like you to return to the human realm, under Aberfrer’s watchful eye. He’ll keep me apprised of your progress in dealing with those from our world.”

	“You’ll make them leave?” George had made a home in the human realm, as had Vale and many others. Piers couldn’t in good conscience tell them to give up their homes again.

	“No.” Broen smiled. In that smile, and other facial features illuminated by firelight, Piers saw traces of his own. “Those who wish to return will be assisted in doing so; however, we’d like a full accounting of any who stay.”

	Wycke narrowed his eyes. “Why?”

	“Doesn’t the region of the human realm where Piers made his home account for its citizens? Just because they live elsewhere doesn’t mean our people shouldn’t be represented.” Something deep in Broen’s voice compelled Piers to believe him. “In addition, families were separated during the war. Wouldn’t you wish to know if a loved one you thought gone forever still lived?”

	“Still making up for my father’s stupidity,” Wycke groused.

	“My father’s as well. There were other ways to handle the situation than war and destruction, that wouldn’t have left us still piecing the kingdom back together these many seasons later.”

	Piers barely knew the man but found himself liking Broen more and more. But… “What would you have done if queen Meyghian hadn’t stood up for us?”

	Broen didn’t hesitate before answering, “I would have sat down with you, negotiated an agreement, like I would anyone else in power. I’d rather have the two of you as allies than enemies. With your potential, you can also do many good things.” He shrugged, the casual gesture making him appear more human, more approachable. “You can better serve two realms alive than dead.”

	Wycke asked, “How would you know you could trust us?”

	Broen paused for several long moments this time, staring at the fire. Then, very quietly, he said, “Because Saris does. She didn’t trust Radre, for reasons. She does trust you. I value her judgment.”

	“What about Saris?” Piers couldn’t leave Wycke’s sister behind if she’d fallen from the king’s favor. “What will happen to her?”

	A smile crossed Broen’s face. “I believe Queen Saris and I have reached an understanding.”

	“So, you won’t dissolve your bond and replace her?” Piers would worry later about blurting out whatever came to mind to the high king.

	Broen met Piers’ eyes, his soft smile spreading. “I’d sooner lose my kingdom than lose Saris. She’s everything to me.” The smile fell, replaced by a much more serious expression. “Now, get comfortable. We have details to work out.” He winked. “Prince Pieravor. Or would you rather I call you brother?”
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CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
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	Piers sat at an elegantly set table on a balcony he’d once contemplated jumping from. The constant winds coming in from the sea caressed his cheeks. He’d never been to the beach before coming to Tirra Neu. If he visited from time to time, he wouldn’t complain. No traffic, few people, a beautiful rent-free suite? Oh, yeah.

	Jess sat with Prince Vale, both dressed in human-realm street clothes. She’d even returned the silver rings to her facial piercings.

	Saris wore a flowing dark gown, which appeared burgundy one minute, navy blue the next. Her braid wrapped around her head, held in place by a golden comb. When she felt regal, she went all out. Then again, perhaps she intended to send a message to one and all. Her position as Queen Consort Saris wasn’t approaching an expiration date.

	Though some in the kingdom were seriously disappointed that Prince Wycke, in fact, wasn’t seeking a mate. Or a throne.

	Like Piers, Wycke opted for jeans and a T-shirt. Not a very princely look, but Piers approved. One hell of a lot.

	Saris addressed them. “So, the elven, ogre, and other nonhuman tribes have claimed Myrgren for their own, with the king’s blessing. Radre did nothing to repair the damage after the war, and humans fled. The negotiations lasted into the night, but in the end, the tribes swore allegiance to King Broen as allies, not subjects. They’ve begun rebuilding.” She addressed Wycke. “Brother, you and I will be welcome guests anytime we wish to visit, rooms kept ready for our use.”

	Saris turned her attention to Piers. “Pieravor. Trusted mages are going through your mother’s belongings. Anything nonthreatening of value will be packed away for you. While you are also ever-welcome at Myrgren castle, the elf queen intends to seal the tower room doors once the tower is empty.”

	Was there a way to install magical elevators in the massive castle? Or Wi-Fi?

	They quieted as servants brought out their meals.

	“Pardon me for my lateness.” The king? He seated himself to the queen’s right. Joining Piers’ ragtag group of misfits? Except for George, who’d claimed a prior engagement.

	Chynne lounged in pixie form on the railing, soaking up the sun.

	“I didn’t know if you’d accept our invitation,” Saris said to Broen, lips curving up in the beginnings of a smile. “I know you didn’t retire until early this morning.”

	Oh?

	“How could I refuse such beauty.” The king lifted Saris’s hand and placed a kiss on the knuckles. “Missing also might mean allowing a plot to overthrow the kingdom.” His tight lips almost belied the humor in his eyes. He kept Saris’s hand in his. Wycke cleared his throat.

	Saris blushed. Actually blushed! So, her decision to stay with Broen wasn’t solely based on politics. Good. One less thing to worry about.

	“What are your plans?” Saris asked Piers, not pulling her hand back, switching to her left to continue eating.

	Piers shrugged. “Go back, find a suitable house for a consulate, and return periodically to take magic lessons from Aberfrer.” The thought didn’t bode well. Aberfrer was anti-Uncle Lee. He’d likely never doted on anything in his life, and certainly not Piers.

	Maybe he’d send trusted mages instead.

	Good thing magic healed bruises and broken bones. Aberfrer threatened that the lessons might be brutal. Besides, the magic under Myrgren castle had much to teach him.

	You don’t have to be near us, silly boy. We’re a part of you, the voices said. Nope. Not freaky at all.

	“And…” Saris inclined her head towards Wycke.

	“I shall spend all my time keeping this one out of trouble.” Wycke hiked a thumb in Piers’ direction. “Or thinking up trouble we can get into together.” He rolled his eyes upward as though thinking. “Yeah, I like that idea better.”

	Saris snorted, a sound far too inelegant for a queen. Or so Piers thought, never having met a queen before her.

	“And you?” Saris nodded to Jess, who turned a smitten grin on her elf prince. Piers was soooo gonna talk to her later about the dangers of rebound relationships. Long engagement, indeed.

	“We’re going back to the human realm. Vale, to his coffee shop, me to my tattoo parlor.” She leaned in and stage-whispered, “His mother wants a tulip on her back.”

	The elf queen? With a tattoo? Trust Jess to start a trend.

	“I intend to set Chynne free as soon as I can.” Too bad the magic hadn’t told Piers how. He raised a surprisingly human-realm-looking fork to his mouth to taste something fluffy, similar to mashed potatoes, only blue. “Mmm…” Maybe he’d been hasty in his plans to return to the human realm.

	“And George?” Saris prodded.

	“He’s going to help out at the consulate, registering those from our realm and looking in on them from time to time. Otherworld social services, if you will,” Piers got out between bites. “Since most of his people are currently in the human realm, he hopes to migrate them back home at some point.”

	“Some of your moth… some of Nyanda’s followers escaped,” King Broen said, a note of caution in his voice. He popped a morsel of buttered bread into his mouth.

	“We’ll be ready for them,” Wycke replied.

	“All I ask is for you to let me know whenever you’re in the magical realm.” Broen raised a challenging eyebrow.

	Wycke cocked his head. “Keeping track of me?”

	“No. Your sister wouldn’t be forgiving if you didn’t at least dine with us.” King Broen turned his gaze on Piers. “And I have a brother to get to know.”

	“Speaking of my sister…” Wycke gave a mock-stern glower.

	Broen’s cheeks flushed. “I never intended to treat either of you as prisoners. I merely wished to keep you safe. I knew some wanted you for their own purposes.” His lovesick gaze at Saris made Piers want to leave and give them some privacy. “As for her wish to visit you, it is my hope that she’ll take me along. I’ve never seen the human realm.” King Broen sounded so wistful. So much responsibility being king. He likely had no more freedom than he’d allowed Wycke or Saris.

	Maybe there was hope for the high king and queen consort.

	As they stood to leave, Piers quietly looked out over the gardens. Oh, crap! Had anyone restored the man he’d turned to stone?

	“I got your back,” pixie Chynne said. “Though I’d wait a while before trying to talk to him. You’re not his favorite person right now.”

	Piers reckoned not.

	Then there was Wycke. The recent situation hadn’t allowed much alone time and zero for intimacy. Maybe things would change once they got back to the human realm. After all, they’d flown there before.

	Piers would take their relationship slow for now. Best to wait a while before explaining the whole magic champions thing to his accidental mate.
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	“Are you ready?” Piers certainly wasn’t. He’d practiced this spell many times under the watchful eye of Aberfrer but still didn’t feel right asking his friends to step through a shimmering area into the unknown. Kinda like he’d had two flight lessons, no pilot’s license, and someone asked him to fly the plane.

	Through trial and error, they’d discovered the secret lay in his drawings. He merely drew an image of where he wanted to go to create a portal.

	“Sure!” Jess bounced on the balls of her feet, holding Vale’s hand.

	At least happy Jess wouldn’t cry on the bar at Piers’ work. He’d have to decide whether or not to quit his day—or rather, night—job. George said many otherworlders frequented the club, so working at least part-time might be an excellent way to make contacts.

	Saris kissed Piers on each cheek, then clutched Wycke to her. “You take care of yourself. And each other.” Her eyes shimmered when she released him.

	King Broen stepped in front of Piers, holding out his hand. “I believe this is the custom you’re used to.” He smiled. “Prince Pieravor. Or would you rather I called you Prince Piers?”

	Piers shook Broen’s hand. It might take a while to adjust to having a king for a brother. “Piers. I’ve only known myself as Piers.” A brother. He had a brother. While he had magic, Kin… Broen had power of another kind.

	The other goodbyes became droning background noise as Piers focused on his task with pen and paper. Then he made practiced motions with his hands while visualizing the image he’d drawn. North, South, East, West. Fire flicked along his traced patterns on the paper and winked out. A shimmery portal stood in their midst. Piers took a long look at those around him: Saris, Broen, Chynne, Vale, Jess, and Wycke. “Bye,” he said around a lump in his throat, stepping through. He held his breath. Traveling by a wish and a promise still gave him pause.

	Every patron in the coffee shop stopped and stared. Oh, damn. He’d forgotten to time their arrival. Something pushed from behind. Then again. Finally, Vale whispered at his back, “If you want them to forget what they’ve seen, they will.”

	Oh. A handy thing, magic. Piers focused on turning back the clock two minutes, mentally splicing a video to remove a scene. Everyone went about their business.

	A barista called out, “Hey, boss! About time you showed up.”

	Vale grinned and gave Jess a peck on the cheek. “See you tonight?”

	“You betcha.” Jess watched Vale dash off. “Mmm… mmm… mmm… They sure know how to grow them in the other realm. The boy is fiiiiinnnneeee.”

	Piers placed a hand on Jess’s shoulder, commanding her full attention. “You’re serious about him?” Her track record on relationships left a lot to be desired.

	“I found myself a prince among men. What’s not to love?” She waggled her eyebrows. “And the virgin until mating thing? We’re talking a whole lot of sexual repression to work off. I have to get to work. Call me later?”

	“Will do.”

	Chynne, in cat form, lifted his nose into the air. “Don’t wait up.” He vanished. Show off.

	At last, only Piers and Wycke remained—and two dozen or so people seeking early morning coffee and Danish. Piers hiked his backpack higher on his shoulder, feeling the comfortable weight of the coins, jewels, and his mother’s book—now spelled to appear invisible to anyone but Piers, Wycke, and Aberfrer.

	“What about us?” Wycke asked, lacing his fingers with Piers’.

	“We’re on the hunt for a consulate.” With any luck, they’d need to add a padded ceiling in one bedroom.

	Someday.

	THE END
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	You will know Eden Winters by her distinctive white plumage and exuberant cry of “Hey, y’all!” in a Southern US drawl so thick it renders even the simplest of words unrecognizable. Watch out, she hugs!

	Driven by insatiable curiosity, she possibly holds the world’s record for curriculum changes to the point that she’s never quite earned a degree but is a force to be reckoned with at Trivial Pursuit. She’s trudged down hallways with police detectives, learned to disarm knife-wielding bad guys, and witnessed the correct way to blow doors off buildings. Her email contains various snippets of forensic wisdom, such as “What would a dead body left in a Mexican drug tunnel look like after six months?” In the process of her adventures, she has written twenty-four gay romance novels, has won her share of Rainbow Awards, was a Lambda Awards Finalist, and lives in terror of authorities showing up at her door to question her Internet searches.

	When not putting characters in dangerous situations she’s a mild-mannered, mother, grandmother, and vegetarian. Her natural habitats are the farm she shares with her husband and the back of his motorcycle.

	For more information about Eden, please visit her website at: www.edenwinters.com.

	 

	Want to hear about Eden’s news and special offers? Join the Rocky Ridge Books newsletter for Eden’s doings wherever her muse takes her.

	 

	Join Eden’s Facebook group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/edensdiversions
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	Look for

	Cursed: Ride or Die, Mage Bond, and The Prince’s Frog

	Coming in 2022.
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