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        Leila

      

        

      

      

      Here’s the thing about grief and betrayal: you think you’re over it, or at the very least that you’re managing it, and it will slam into you all over again.

      I was sitting in my assigned seat at the massive table, attentively listening and fulfilling my role as the fae representative for the Regional Committee of Magic. This was the third meeting I’d taken part in—which was pretty unusual because it was barely mid-January, and I’d just gotten sworn in at the beginning of the month. But we’d had the first meeting of the year, which was basically just to wave our hands and pretend we had goals, and an emergency meeting, and now this was the first planned meeting I got to actively participate in.

      We were on our last item of the meeting—approving a new recruit to the supernatural task force the committee had founded last year.

      I was dutifully reading the recruit’s resume as I listened to her answer a question from Killian, when raw grief decided to show up for the fun.

      Rigel’s gone. It’s been nearly two months; he’s not coming back. He really did try to kill me.

      The thought ripped my heart in half, and tears stung my eyes—even though I was tired of crying. After all these weeks you’d think I’d be over it.

      That he tried to kill me wasn’t shocking. Rigel was a fae assassin. The first time I ever saw him he tried to kill me. But I’d thought we’d become friends of a sort, and because of his neutral stance in the Night Court, I’d asked him to marry me, and he became my consort.

      That was when I turned total idiot and fell in love with him, sometime between when he defended me from shadow monsters and stayed up with me when I couldn’t sleep at night.

      It still wasn’t certain that he set up the trap between our rooms that had nearly killed me, but it was absolutely obvious that he’d disappeared from my life, leaving me with a broken heart.

      The abrupt wave of grief swirled in my chest, and I felt physical pain from it as I stared unseeingly at the recruit’s resume.

      Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry. I should be over this by now. I am over this. It’s not worth crying over—I don’t love him anymore.

      But I did.

      That was one of the unique things about being half fae half human. Fae couldn’t lie, but as a half blood I could—I could even lie to myself.

      It’s fine. Everything is fine.

      I scowled down at the resume as tears heated my eyes. Pretty soon they were going to slip free, and I’d ruin the makeup Indigo had applied on me this morning.

      Not today!

      I straightened my back and abruptly swiped the black handbag that leaned against the legs of my padded leather chair. I yanked a fistful of papers from its depths and slapped it down on the table.

      I’d learned early on that work was an excellent distraction, particularly when I was stuck out in the open, like I was now in the committee meeting.

      I blinked away the tears as I started reviewing the new budget numbers my accountants had sent me. I checked over the expenditures with a grimace. When I’d first been dumped—unwillingly—with the job of Night Queen, the Court had been teetering on the edge of bankruptcy. Things were better now, but we were still trying to pay off the debts previous monarchs had made, and I was running out of things to sell.

      Grief stabbed me through the heart, and the faint reminder that the fae I loved—my husband—had abandoned me was a bitter taste in my mouth. But I could feel the painful sensations start to fade.

      They wouldn’t go away for good. They’d just lurk at the back of my heart and surface when I least expected and least wanted it.

      In the meantime, I’d use the necessary monotony of reviewing numbers to beat it back.

      I worked my way through three pages before Killian Drake called my name.

      “Apparently hiring a recruit isn’t crucial enough for our lovely fae representative to pay attention. Queen Leila, are you working on private work, again?”

      I looked up from my sheets and peered across the horseshoe shaped table, where Killian Drake—Eminence of the vampires—sat as the vampire representative on the Midwest Regional Committee of Magic.

      His red eyes flashed, and with his dark hair he looked like the handsome and brooding vampire humans often depicted in their books and TV shows—except he was about a thousand times more lethal.

      “I wouldn’t have to work on my own stuff if you stopped asking her questions and just approved her recruitment,” I blandly said.

      Most people were afraid of Killian, but I walked a fine line with him since my parents lived next to his ginormous mansion, and I was good friends with his wife. Yeah, it’s a small world.

      Killian smirked. “But Queen Leila, this recruit happens to be a vampire slayer! I think my detailed concern is understandable.”

      I ruffled through my papers. “Yeah, except she says in her resume that she’s been trained as a vampire slayer, but not employed,” I said.

      Killian raised his eyebrows. “A slayer is born a slayer—practicing or not—it’s an inherited bloodline.”

      Here was the thing about supernaturals, we came in a lot of flavors.

      The ones who really ran the show—AKA the ones who sat on the Regional Committees of Magic across the world—were the fae, vampires, wizards, and werewolves.

      But in reality there were tons of different shifters—everything from dragons to werecats—and there were lots of different fae—from humanoid nobles like myself all the way down to pixies and trolls.

      Wizards were another special case—they were humans with the ability to use magic. Most typically they could use elemental magic, and they swore fealty to a specific wizard House. But there were offshoots of wizards—like werewolf hunters and vampire slayers. Slayers and hunters came from specific family lines, and they inherited specific magic traits that your average wizards didn’t have. Traits that made them ideal killers for their specific targets.

      Which was why Killian was putting on a show about this recruit.

      I glanced at her, but she didn’t seem rattled.

      She stood with an almost military-like precision, her shoulders straight and her hands clasped behind her back.

      When Killian glanced at her, she spoke. “I am a slayer—and I come from a slayer family. But given the low demand for our particular set of skills, I have trained to handle all supernaturals.”

      “And you applied for the police position because?” Killian asked.

      “Because I want to protect,” she said. “I want to defend the humans and supernaturals who can’t fight for themselves.”

      Killian narrowed his eyes. “That sounds very noble of you. How disgusting.”

      The slayer in question—Jade, according to her resume—didn’t even blink at Killian’s comment.

      Rigel would admire her stoicism.

      Pain flooded my heart again. Contemplating how I could best ignore the shivering sensation in my chest, I glanced down at my accounting papers.

      “If we could retain your attention, Queen Leila, I would feel ever so honored,” Killian drawled.

      “Killian,” Hazel growled in warning from where she crouched behind Elite Bellus.

      Since the wizard rep sat a few spaces down the table from me, Hazel, as his protegee, sat with him.

      Hazel—Adept Hazel of House Medeis—was my friend, and also Killian’s wife. Naturally this made the dynamics on the committee unique, and it had also severely freaked out the werewolves and fae, because now the vampires and wizards were a lot more likely to team up.

      To humans, we supernaturals appeared to get along. And I guess we did, sort of. It was more like supernaturals agreed not to fight one another—we had enough problems already since magic was dying out; we didn’t need to add more issues.

      But as a rule, supernaturals didn’t work together. We stuck with our own kind and struggled to survive as magic continued to fade, leaving us scrambling as we tried to figure out what was wrong and fix it.

      Killian and Hazel had changed all of that when they fell in love.

      I’d tried to change it in my own small ways, too.

      “As the fae representative it is vital that Queen Leila participate in our meetings so she might accurately represent fae interests. Even in matters as small as hiring officers for the new task force,” Killian said.

      I sighed and slapped my fingers on the tabletop. “I wouldn’t have to bring work from home if you were efficient and said what you meant instead of being all vampire-y mysterious and asking a dozen questions you really don’t care about.”

      Killian looked at me with interest. “Exactly what are you saying, Queen Leila?”

      “That these meetings are dead boring, and they’d be at least an hour shorter if you got to the point faster,” I said.

      Pre-Dominant Harka, the werewolf representative on the committee, made a choking noise, her eyes wide as she gaped at me.

      Hazel, however, stood up. “Well put! The wizards support this statement by Queen Leila.”

      “No, no.” Elite Bellus, her boss, stirred in his chair. “Although Queen Leila is very clever, we do not—in fact—officially condone her statements!”

      Hazel rolled her eyes, but when Killian winked at her from across the table, she glared at him.

      “Very well. I suppose I can hurry things up.” Killian abruptly swiveled his chair to face Jade again. “Up until now you’ve worked with your family—which has been contracted by other communities to help clean up supernatural problems. Why are you leaving your family?”

      I blinked in surprise. That…is actually a really good question.

      Jade slightly ducked her head, acknowledging the question. “My family is interested in carrying on with their contracts and allowing things to continue as they are. While I enjoyed working with my family, I believe that supernaturals can accomplish more together.”

      “And you believe that can be done here, in Magiford?” Killian asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      Jade met the vampire’s gaze. “Because of the marriage of you and Adept Hazel Medeis.”

      “I see.” Killian sank back in his chair. “Very well, then. I make a motion that we vote on approving the new hire.”

      “Seconded,” I said.

      Jade’s employment was unanimously approved, and the meeting ended pretty fast.

      I gathered my papers and carefully slid them into my oversized handbag. I grabbed my empty coffee cup and tossed it in the trash bin by the door of the meeting room, where Indigo was sitting with a few Curia Cloisters aides.

      “Ready to leave?” I asked.

      Indigo peered up at me from behind the black frames of her cat eye glasses. “I’d say yes, but I believe someone wants to talk to you.” She flicked her eyes behind me.

      “Leila!” Hazel hustled across the room, making the ponytail her blond hair was gathered in swing. “I won’t keep you, but I wanted to thank you again for your help with my pony.” She really had to crank her neck back to look at me since she was barely five feet tall when wearing heels. “I love her more and more every day.”

      “No problem. Helping Killian pick it out was the highlight of my month,” I said, truthfully.

      Seeing the deadly vampire surrounded by fuzzy ponies had been hysterical—especially because he’d been meticulous about picking out the perfect one. He’d gotten it as a wedding gift for Hazel when they were married in early January. He had claimed she said she wanted one, but even though Hazel was pretty stoked with the gift she’d been so confused about it that I was pretty sure it was a misunderstanding.

      “You should drop by Drake Hall the next time you’re at your parents’,” Hazel said. “So you can see the pony—and we can have frozen wedding cake! I went a little overboard and ordered too much for the reception. We had to convert one of the fridges for the blood bags into cake storage.”

      I grinned. “Sounds great.”

      “Excellent! Let me know when to expect you. Then I can make sure we’re there and not at House Medeis. But I won’t keep you any longer, have a great day!”

      I waved to the firecracker wizard as she zoomed off—this time zeroing in on Jade, the new hire.

      I glanced around the meeting room. I should be a good fae rep and mingle, but I just wanted to go home and either see my pets, or sink into my huge bathtub that was almost big enough to swim in.

      “Okay, Indigo,” I said. “Let’s head home.”

      “I’ll text Azure to let her know to pick us up at the front door.” Indigo typed away on her cellphone. I was touched to see she’d put on the blue Doctor Who phone case I’d gotten her for Christmas—even though Indigo was a brownie, she adored human entertainment. Superheroes, Lord of the Rings, Doctor Who, she loved it all.

      Actually, she’d become my companion—a paid position that basically meant she was my zookeeper—because she wanted the salary to buy more merch.

      “Thanks.” I bumped the door open and held it for her as she typed away.

      As a brownie, Indigo was slender and petite. Stretching at her tallest, she was maybe waist-high to me, though when she threw her thick russet hair up in a bun it added a few inches. Right now she had it loose. It dripped over her shoulders, and her bangs brushed against her glasses.

      She impatiently pushed it over her shoulder as she put her phone away. “She’ll be waiting for us.”

      “Thanks!” I tried to sound bubbly—there was no sense burdening others with my grief, it wasn’t like they could make Rigel appear or magically make it so he hadn’t tried to kill me. But I might have come on a little too strongly, because Indigo suspiciously peered up at me.

      “Do you want to stop at King’s Court Café for one of your blasted coffee drinks?” She shuddered in horror—as a fae, Indigo was a diehard tea drinker and abhorred coffee.

      “That is incredibly tempting, but it’s almost five in the afternoon. I’ll be up all night if I drink any now.” I pointed to a fancy pendulum clock as we passed by it, navigating our way through the Curia Cloisters—which was basically like a magical town hall, except it served the whole Midwest.

      “A fair point,” Indigo said. “We’ll just have to have snacks when we get back. I made unicorn cupcakes before we left.”

      I almost immediately started drooling, and had to swallow hard when I heard someone call my name.

      “Queen Leila?”

      I turned around, surprised to see a middle-aged man—a human—standing in the middle of the hall.

      Judging by the keycard that hung from the lanyard tucked into his sweater vest, he was a Curia Cloisters employee.

      “Yes?” I smiled at him, hoping he didn’t have more paperwork for me that I needed to go over.

      Why did no one warn me about the huge amounts of red tape and paperwork I’d have to deal with as part of this fae rep gig?

      He nervously shifted. “If it’s not too much, and if you don’t mind…that is…”

      Indigo raised her eyebrows at him. “Yes?” she prodded.

      “Could I take a picture with you?” He awkwardly held up his phone. “My daughter thinks my job is boring, but she’s a huge fan of yours. If I can get a picture with you…” he trailed off again.

      “Of course. Here, let’s take a selfie.” Since I was a couple inches taller than him—thank you, fae blood—I took the phone, switched it to the right set of cameras, then stretched my arm out in front of us. “Say Night Court,” I joked.

      “Night Court!” he said.

      I took a few pictures for him, then passed the cellphone back.

      “Thank you!” He beamed at me.

      “Of course! I hope this earns you some points with her.” I waved, and—feeling kind of awkward—edged my way down the hallway.

      “It will,” he assured me. “Thanks again!” He bowed to me, then looked down at his phone—probably going through the pictures I’d taken.

      Feeling oddly shy, I hurried down the hallway at double the speed.

      Indigo had to jog to keep up. “You know, you’re the only fae monarch I know of who frequently gets stopped to take pictures.”

      “I’m also the only fae monarch who goes out into society with the rest of the world,” I said.

      “Give yourself some credit—it’s more than that,” Indigo scoffed. “You’re practically a local celebrity given how frequently you’re trending on social media.”

      “It feels weird,” I said. “Like I’m an imposter or something.”

      “There is no other Night Court Queen besides you,” Indigo reminded me. “You were selected by the night mares themselves.”

      “Yeah, I know. It still feels weird that someone would want to have a picture of me.”

      “Who cares? What’s most important is that your popularity among the humans has King Fell of the Autumn Court grinding his teeth with his competitive streak,” Indigo said as we stopped to pick up our coats.

      “Now that is something to celebrate,” I said.

      “Exactly!” Indigo pulled her winter hat on. She glanced at me, and I smiled for her benefit.

      Really, that raw feeling hadn’t quite gone away from my chest, but there wasn’t much I could do about it.

      I loved Rigel, and he’d left me.

      There was no way around it.

      I need to focus on the things that matter. Like Indigo, and that I’m lucky she’s my friend. I set my shoulders as I wrapped a scarf around my neck, determined to forget my uncaring consort.
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      The scent of smoke wafted around me as I threw another paper on the fire.

      The paper—imbedded with magic—glowed blue before the flames ate it, turning it to ash.

      It was over.

      After a nearly two-month long investigation I was cleaning house. All I had left to do was to destroy the paper artifacts I hadn’t used—a reasonably large loss considering I was essentially burning one-of-a-kind tools used by fae to control wild magic. But it was necessary.

      In an effort to cover my tracks I had exclusively used these books and scrolls to wield magic instead of my usual arsenal of bladed weapons. Destroying them would keep anyone from tracing them back to me—something I couldn’t allow.

      I tossed another paper on the fire, a muscle twitching in my cheek. I didn’t even spare the bodies of the creatures surrounding me a second glance.

      There were two giant spiders whose legs still twitched as they died, but most of the monsters were made of a shadow-y magic, and they disintegrated, fading away as I burned the artifacts I had used to defeat them.

      One of the spiders righted itself and took a scuttling step toward me.

      I held up a scroll. “Liber.”

      The scroll glowed, channeling wild magic into a form I could use. Forming the rune I wanted with my mind, I tossed magic at the spider.

      Flames engulfed the arachnid, burning white hot and killing it instantly. I watched dispassionately as the flames turned the spider to ash and burned for several more moments before I cut the magic off and the spell flickered out and died.

      I tossed the scroll on the fire, confident that the fiend who’d sent the monsters—both the spiders and shadow monsters, which were now mere piles of ash—would never know I’d uncovered their secret.

      But it doesn’t matter if I can’t tell anyone!

      When I’d left Leila and the Night Court, it was with the intention of uncovering who was responsible for all the assassination attempts on her life.

      I’d been hired to try to kill her—before I knew she’d been bound as queen, making me unable to harm her due to the magic of the Court.

      I suspected the person who had hired me was still trying to kill her, but the attacks on her life had been so erratic since she’d become queen back in May, it occurred to me that it was likely more than one being was targeting her. When I’d set out two months go, it was with the intention of figuring out who—besides my original employer—was behind it all.

      And I failed. Or rather, my success became my failure.

      I gritted my teeth and dumped the last two artifacts I’d used during this venture—two priceless scrolls—on the fire. I waited until they burned to ashes before I kicked snow over the coals and stamped the flames out.

      Assured the fire was destroyed, I adjusted the collar of my jacket and walked into the shadows.

      It was snowing hard—soon my tracks would be covered, hiding the last traces of my presence. Leila’s enemy would never know I discovered their trail.

      But I’d also be unable to tell Leila or any of her people who her shadowy enemy was.

      It all came back to the contract I’d accepted back in May, when I’d been hired to try assassinating her.

      I’d never before regretted anything in my life. It seemed like fate was going to punish me by pouring out a lifetime of misery in this one instance.

      When I took on the contract I entered into a standard clause designed to protect my employer and myself—a geas.

      The geas kept me from revealing who my employer was, as well as the finer details of the contract—it worked in the reverse as well in that my employer couldn’t reveal I’d done a job for them.

      I hadn’t questioned the use of a strong geas before. Which was how Leila’s enemy had neatly pinned me.

      In uncovering that they were actually working with the unknown second party that was more successfully trying to harm Leila, the geas meant I couldn’t talk about them or their associates.

      I knew exactly who was attempting to harm her, and even how they’d done it, but the geas rendered me unable to tell anyone, and the terms of my contract—even though canceled—meant I couldn’t kill them myself. Though I’d tried. Multiple times.

      That was another standard clause I deeply regretted, though it had also made sense at the time. When I was an assassin, my contractors were always concerned I’d turn on them.

      I could feel the pressure of the geas, making it difficult to think about the fiend in my own thoughts.

      I growled under my breath. The desire to pull out a dagger or sword and smite something was overwhelming, but I didn’t want to flash any extra magic in the area now that I had destroyed all possible evidence.

      Sloppy work begets mistakes.

      It rankled me to know I’d accomplished my mission—I’d discovered the information I wanted and successfully hidden my presence so Leila’s enemies were ignorant that I knew it all.

      But I couldn’t even tell Chase, Leila’s director of security, or point him in the right direction. I couldn’t even write or sketch out anything related to the issue.

      I’ve learned my lesson, I grimly thought. I don’t intend to take on any more jobs as an assassin since I became Leila’s consort—there are too many possible political ramifications. But if I ever agree to enter a geas again, I am going to ensure much more loosely interpreted rules.

      I waded uncaringly through a snowdrift, making my way to my car—which was covered in a blanket of snow.

      The one bright spot in this mess of my failure, was that it was over. Unable to swipe anything that could prove their identities—Leila’s enemies didn’t have any notes or letters sitting around confessing their guilt—my best move now was to return home and see what I could accomplish.

      Leila can read my expressions. I might be able to get her to correctly guess what I’ve done and who is responsible.

      If she wasn’t spitting mad, that was.

      I’d disappeared for two months in the middle of the night. There was no way the Night Court Queen wasn’t going to shout at me.

      For the first time since I’d left, I was tempted to crack a grin.

      She was going to bluster for certain. I didn’t rightly know what to call our relationship. I knew I trusted her—more than I’d trusted anyone else before—and I knew she had to trust me as well based on her willingness to sleep in front of me despite our…explosive first meeting.

      I snagged my daggers from my bracers and spun them across my palm, just to give myself something to do.

      As little as I’d wanted to admit it, I was looking forward to seeing her, looking forward to the banter, and the late nights when she’d tuck herself against me and sleep.

      I’ll have to survive her wrath, first. But maybe she’ll guess what I was up to, and these two months won’t be for nothing.

      I brushed snow off my car and glanced back at the clearing I’d left behind. Only the one spider body remained. The snow had covered the dark smear the other bodies had left behind.

      Maybe it wasn’t entirely for nothing.

      I turned my car on and let my shoulders relax.

      It will work out. For now, it’s enough that I’m going home.
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      I rubbed the back of my neck and stifled a yawn as I peered up at the crumbling castle that was slowly disintegrating even under the protection of the Night Realm.

      It was dark—it was always dark here—but the full moon cast just enough light to make the place seem creepy.

      I leaned my magical artifact—a tall staff topped with a huge, metal crescent moon with a glass prism jutting out of the base—against one of the stone patio bannisters that still stood.

      “We’re going to have to do something about this place,” I said.

      Skye, my steward, looked up from her tablet. “The Night Realm, or the castle?”

      “Both,” I grimly said.

      “Things have been going better, though.” Skye flicked to a different screen on her tablet, which cast a blue light on her heart shaped face. “The wards haven’t failed since before you synchronized with the staff. I believe it’s the first time in over a year that we haven’t lost land on a monthly basis.”

      The Night Realm was a part of the bigger and broader fae realm—all the big Courts owned a slice of it. Unfortunately, the realm itself was toxic. That’s why we had to have wards, which kept the sludge that had invaded the rest of the realm out.

      But the wards were ancient and unfortunately prone to occasionally failing under the toxic onslaught. Ideally, I was supposed to supplement the wards with my own power and hold the territory line, but I hadn’t been able to successfully pull that off since becoming queen. Instead, we lost territory.

      That wasn’t exactly unexpected—we weren’t the only Court to lose land in our realm—but the last time I’d lost acres and acres of it instead of just a few feet, and that wasn’t good.

      “Yeah.” I uncomfortably shrugged. “But there’s no guarantee the next time the wards fail I’ll be able to keep that record, though.”

      “I imagine you’ll have an easier time of it now that you have your full royal artifact at your disposal,” Chase Washington, my director of security, said. His gold eyes almost seemed to glow in the dark—a dead giveaway that he was a werewolf.

      I glanced at the glowing orbs of light that I’d created for us when we first stepped into the Night Realm. They floated in the air and dotted the stone patio we stood on, which was snuggled into the base of the busted down castle.

      Across the patio I saw Lord Linus—he’d insisted on coming with us—prodding a crumbling statue with curiosity. I narrowed my eyes at his back, but stayed focused.

      “It has been a lot easier to use magic,” I said. “And I’m hoping you’re right and it will make a difference, but I don’t want to count on it. Especially since none of the animals have changed—or put on weight.”

      Sensing I was talking about them, two of my pets stepped out of the shadows—Muffin and Kevin.

      Muffin was what the fae called a gloom. Roughly the size and shape of a cougar, she had patchy black fur that was swirled with gray and red. She was almost skeletal with her ribs showing, even though I’d doubled the stable’s budget, and they fed all my pets high quality feed with all the nutrition supplements my baffled human vet could think of.

      Kevin looked just as skeletal, but as a shade he wore it differently. The shades were wolfish in shape, but they were huge—every last one that I had met was as tall as Indigo. Their fur was black, and it looked almost blurry and shadowy from a distance. It wasn’t until they were up close that you could see the mats in their fur—which felt damp and greasy when you stroked them.

      “The glooms, shades, and even the night mares will improve.” Skye tucked a brown lock of her perfectly curled bob behind her ear—I had no idea how she got those perfect, frizz free curls in her hair day after day. “As the Court continues to flourish and improve, they will physically change.”

      I crouched down and scratched Kevin’s ears for him and tickled Muffin under her chin. “Yeah, that’s what everyone told me, but it’s been over six months since I got stuck with this queen job, and they haven’t improved at all. Neither has the castle—which is what I was actually referring to when I meant we had to do something.”

      Skye flicked her dark eyes at the castle. The low lights seemed to bring out the golden tone of her skin—which was a little unusual for a night fae as most of us had more bronze complexions, and was probably from her human blood. Like me, Skye was half human and half fae. “What do you wish to do to it?”

      “Clean it up for starters so it doesn’t look like a disaster,” I snorted.

      Most Courts had residences in their realm as well as in human lands. My entire Court lived in Magiford because the Night Realm was in shambles.

      There was pretty much zero plant life. The grass was brown and crunched when you walked on it. Some trees were still making an effort to sprout a few leaves, but most of them were skeletal and empty. A bunch of dry shrubs and dead flower beds spattered what used to be a very impressive garden, all the fountains had dried up, and any wooden patio furniture was half decayed and falling to pieces.

      The castle was even worse. Even though it was made of stone it was crumbling at an alarming rate, and this back end of the castle once had walls and walls of windows, but they’d all blown out and shattered on the ground, making the area glitter with jagged shards.

      Skye turned her back to the building. “Like the animals, it will improve as the Court improves.”

      I shook my head. “I was made queen in May. It’s now January, and I’ve made a ton of changes and it hasn’t changed at all. It’s either not going to improve for years, or I’m too weak to inspire the change.”

      Skye narrowed her eyes at me. “You are not too weak. You are using the original king’s very own artifact. You won the Magiford Derby and the annual fall hunt with the other Courts. You—”

      “I know,” I interrupted her, hopefully stopping her before she really got on a roll. “But the night mares haven’t put on any weight; the glooms still pant and look diseased; and the castle looks like a bomb went off inside it.” I wobbled for a moment when Kevin leaned into me. “Maybe it’s because I’m only half fae?”

      Skye’s brown eyes were extra soft as she watched me.

      “Nonsense. It couldn’t possibly be your fault, my precious daughter.” Lord Linus stood up and picked his way back across the patio. “You come from too great a lineage for that.”

      I held in a groan as the fae lord made his way to us, crouching down next to Kevin and Muffin long enough to pet each of them. Muffin purred and Kevin whined happily, the traitors.

      Even though he looked like he was maybe in his late thirties, Lord Linus was my biological father. Fae were a lot longer lived than humans, and they aged way more slowly too, which was why Lord Linus looked young. The biological part of his title was the important bit, though, because he was not my dad. He left my mom when I was a toddler, and never bothered to show his face until I was crowned queen.

      Unfortunately, our relationship was undeniable. I had the same inky black hair—which we both had pulled back in long ponytails at the moment—the same purple-blue eyes, and the same coppery complexion.

      Technically, he was my official fae advisor, but I didn’t know what to make of the guy. He hinted that he had gambling debts, but I had Chase look into it, and although he was notorious for playing he didn’t actually owe anyone money. He frequently drank like a fish, but he’d never actually gotten in trouble. He walked the line of useless and helpful with his advice, but whenever I dealt with him I had to remember that he was always in it for himself—why else would he wait to show me his face until I was made queen?

      “Actually,” I dryly said. “It’s probably because of my lineage that I think the problem is me.”

      Lord Linus slapped a hand to his heart. “My daughter, your words wound me!”

      “I’ve already told you not to call me that,” I snapped.

      Chase cleared his throat, breaking the tense moment. “You said you’d like to clean up the castle—can you define what you mean by ‘clean up?’” He stood military straight, his shoulders precisely pulled back, and his uniform a perfect fit with crisply ironed lines.

      “Let’s get all the broken glass out of here, clean up the trash—basically make it so someone could walk around without having to wonder if their tetanus shot is up to date,” I said.

      Skye pulled a stylus from the pocket of her stylish suitcoat and scribbled on her notes app of her tablet. “Certainly,” she said. “Any other specific tasks? Would you like the gardeners to see to the gardens here?”

      “They could try, but the gardens are too overgrown and half dead. I don’t know if they’ll get anything to ever grow without the sun,” I said.

      Chase cocked his head. “You don’t expect the sun to rise again?”

      “Based on what we see here? No,” I said.

      “Now that’s a depressing way to look at things.” Lord Linus rubbed his chin and glanced at me. “But it does make a point. The sun hasn’t risen in the Night Realm for at least twenty years. But even when I was a kid the days here were short. You can’t undo decades of suffering in the Court and realm in six months, Leila, no matter how good you are.”

      I was tempted to shrug off the observation—I really didn’t like Lord Linus—but maybe he was right.

      At the very least I’m probably being too impatient. But I don’t like to see the glooms and shades looking half starved. And the Court has finally settled down and stopped fighting. I thought…I hoped…

      I sighed as I stared at the broken castle.

      A griffin—not one of the neat lion/eagle ones they had at the Autumn Court, but a house-cat sized griffin that was a cross of a pigeon and a raccoon—glided over our heads. In its stupidity, it smacked into one of the castle walls and skidded down it, shedding iridescent feathers and little tufts of fur from its striped tail.

      The creature scrambled to its feet, ruffled its feathers, then threw up on the patio.

      “Yeah, that seems about right,” I grumbled.

      “I will organize the staff,” Skye said. “We will organize a work day in a few weeks—if that is an acceptable timeline, my Sovereign?”

      I shook my head at the pigeon-raccoon-griffin-thing, then forcibly turned my attention to Skye. “Yeah, that sounds great. Are you still having your guys patrol in here, Chase?”

      The werewolf nodded. “We haven’t had any activity since King Fell dropped the monster in here that you destroyed…with a hydra.” His pupils widened for a brief moment—Chase’s version of being spooked. “But I can cross reference with Skye what times will be scheduled for the cleanup efforts and make certain some of my people are here then.”

      “Fantastic, thank you.” I smiled. “I don’t think any of the Courts are going to dump anything on us, but there are still at least one or two people out there who want me dead.”

      There’d been multiple assassination attempts on my life. We actually thought it might be two different culprits because there was a very big difference in the attacks—one culprit only seemed to send monsters after me when I was surrounded by my loyal people and in areas where there wouldn’t be much collateral damage. The second was far more deadly.

      The thought of my would-be-killers used to cause me a lot of anxiety, but I’d been living in a near-constant state of adrenaline since I was made queen. I was kind of over it by now.

      “I’m assuming we don’t have any news on that end, still?” I asked.

      Chase grimaced, and the magic orbs cast odd shadows on his warm, sepia-brown skin. “No leads, I’m afraid.”

      “That’s about what I expected.” I said.

      “It’s not good enough,” Lord Linus insisted. “I, for one, am inclined to grow faint at the thought of you living under such danger.”

      Lord Linus was a perfect example of the craftiness of the fae. Even though they couldn’t lie, they wordsmithed everything. In reality Lord Linus didn’t care much about me, but he got around his lie by saying he was “inclined” to grow faint. Not that he actually did.

      Ugh. I had made peace with my fae blood and didn’t dislike fae like I used to, but I still couldn’t stand all their stupid games and political maneuvering.

      My hope was to end all of that—it was why I asked to be made the fae representative on the Regional Committee of Magic—and the Night Court was doing better. Since I’d married Rigel, the amount of political backstabbing had dropped drastically.

      Don’t think about Rigel.

      I tried to stuff back the pain his name brought and smiled at Chase. “Lord Linus doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Ignore him.”

      Lord Linus squawked and finally stood straight so he could give me a wounded look.

      “I think that covers everything for our morning meeting. Should we head back to the mansion?” I asked.

      Skye made a few more notes in her tablet. “Indeed. Do you still intend to have your magic lesson with Lord Linus tomorrow?”

      “Yes,” I reluctantly said. For all my issues with Lord Linus, I had to admit he was an excellent teacher in the more advanced magic techniques I hadn’t learned as a kid.

      “Naturally.” Lord Linus puffed up his chest. “Magic is an art that must be mastered with the fires of one’s soul! Leila’s soul is on fire, now is the ideal time to shape her magic!”

      I frowned at him. “Does talking like a nutcase come naturally to you? Or is that a learned behavior?”

      “My dearest daughter, though you may speak to me so, know that I will love you as much as I always have, even during this rebellious stage of yours.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said.

      He loves me as much as he has, which means he doesn’t love me at all, or he wouldn’t have left mom and me. He’s just fae wordsmithing.

      “Chase, do you want to join Skye, Indigo, and me for lunch?” I asked.

      “What, you’re not going to ask me?” Lord Linus asked.

      “Nope. Definitely not.”

      “How hurtful!”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re going to tag along anyway.”

      “Certainly,” Lord Linus agreed. “But it might warm my soul to hear my own daughter invite me to lunch.”

      “Whatever,” I said.

      Muffin and Kevin abruptly broke away from Lord Linus and me, peering at the shadows. Kevin sniffed the air, and Muffin twitched her tail.

      No. It couldn’t be.

      But I knew it before he emerged from the shadows. My pets only reacted that way to one person—one particular fae lord.
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      Rigel stepped into the dim light cast by my orbs of magic. The white light of the moon made his silver hair extra bright, but his eyes were difficult to read due to the shadows cast on his face by his sharp—and perfect—features.

      Taller than me—taller than Chase and Lord Linus, even—Rigel was lean and lethal. Unlike most fae—who wore a smattering of fashion trends—Rigel always wore black pants, black boots, and a fitted black shirt that buckled at the shoulder. Today he was wearing his wraith jacket—the jacket he wore as an assassin—with the collar popped and the back of the coat split like a swallow’s tail.

      There was something feral about him that was more reminiscent of the wild fae knights who roamed when the elves were still alive.

      He didn’t smile, but there was something in the way he slightly tilted his head back that conveyed a smirk. “Hello, Leila,” he said in his voice that made my spine shiver. “I’m home.”

      Skye made a noise in the back of her throat, and Chase slipped his handgun out of his shoulder holster and wracked it—loading a bullet—as I snatched up my staff.

      Unlike other artifacts, my staff didn’t need an activation word. It automatically started feeding me magic, invading my senses so I could physically feel all the wild magic in the area, and even see flashes of it.

      As my staff flared with power, I felt the wispy, sticky feeling of fae magic and glanced over at Lord Linus.

      He held three glittering jewels pinned between his fingers. The jewels glowed with magic, but it took me a moment to realize they’d been carved into dice.

      Of course.

      I gritted my teeth as I turned back to the one responsible for the past two months of heartbreak and pain. “What are you doing here, Rigel?”

      Rigel blinked. “I would have thought it’s obvious—I’ve returned.”

      I wanted to cry—this was all I had dreamed about for the first few weeks he was gone. But it was too late.

      A quiet click broke the silence as Chase turned off the safety on his gun.

      It seemed it was up to me to question Rigel, so I made myself ask, “Returned for what?” I sounded defeated—I wanted to be stronger, but falling in love with Rigel had demanded a pretty serious emotional cost from me. I just…had nothing left. “Are you going to try killing me again?”

      Rigel tilted his head the other direction. “What?”

      “The trap in our rooms, your butterfly swords.” My voice shook a little, but I felt magic twine around me as it filtered through my staff.

      It’s fine, I’m okay.

      “I didn’t set up a trap in our rooms.” He narrowed his black eyes and looked a touch wilder as he took a step closer to us—to me. “I’ve never set up a trap for you.”

      Something in me collapsed in relief—if he said it, it had to be true. But I didn’t relax just yet—it could be fae wordsmithing. “Then where were you?”

      Rigel mutely stared at me.

      Chase tilted his head from one side to the other, much like a dog trying to make sense of something. “Did you work with the culprit responsible for the trap?”

      “No,” Rigel said.

      Chase twitched his nose, and although he didn’t lower his gun, he slightly relaxed his stance.

      Skye scowled at him. “What are you doing?”

      Chase shrugged. “I figured it likely wasn’t Rigel who set the trap in their bedroom. He’ll still need to clear his name, of course, but as he cannot lie it seems he isn’t responsible, and I have no reason to attack.”

      “He’s been gone for nearly two months,” Skye hissed. She glanced worriedly back at me.

      “I said he probably didn’t set up the trap, not that he hasn’t mistreated our Sovereign,” Chase said.

      “I’m not so easily convinced he’s innocent,” Lord Linus said in a voice of darkness and chaos. His expression was rock hard—a big switch from his usual charming smiles—and his three jeweled dice seemed to grow brighter.

      Chase considered the fae lord’s words—I have no idea why he thought anything the nutcase said was worthy of pondering—then turned to me. “Your orders, Queen Leila?”

      I clutched my staff, finding reassurance in the surge of magic as I stared Rigel down. “Why?”

      “Why?” Rigel repeated.

      “Why did you leave?”

      Rigel shifted, and I thought I saw something flash in his dark eyes, but it was too fast for me to judge what it was. Besides that, he only stared at me.

      Lord Linus tossed one of his dice in the air. “Do you really think you can stroll back in here without any explanation, brat?” His voice was still dark, and there was something sharp in his eyes. “Leila’s been attacked while you were gone. Do you really expect us to think it wasn’t your doing?”

      Rigel shifted his gaze from me to Chase. “She was attacked?”

      Although Chase kept his gun aimed at Rigel, his tone was conversational. “Several times since you left, yes. The trap in your room, some shadow monsters attacked her at a Court function, and the night mares intercepted a spell meant for Queen Leila.”

      “Intercepted?”

      “Someone planted an artifact—they broke it.”

      As Chase and Rigel chatted, I tried to keep my expression even.

      Hearing Rigel’s smooth voice, seeing him again, the familiar way he’d hold my gaze, all of it was upheaving my mind.

      How can he act as if nothing happened? He left without telling me anything, and he never contacted me—never even texted me! And he’s acting as if he was just out for a few hours.

      I still didn’t know for sure if Rigel was behind any of the attempts to kill me. There was a possibility he was mixing implications with vague statements to lead us to a conclusion—as Lord Myron had done when I’d first been crowned queen and he attacked me so he could frame another fae family.

      Admittedly, I wasn’t sure how Rigel could be using the same technique here—he’d used pretty direct language in his answers.

      Plus, if Rigel really was behind any of the traps, I’d be dead. He was the Wraith for crying out loud—the deadliest fae assassin alive.

      But I wasn’t dumb enough to accept all of that at face value. We’d have to question him once we were better prepared, to make certain.

      I thought that might make me feel a little happier—Rigel possibly hadn’t betrayed me. Maybe.

      But it almost hurt worse knowing that then he’d just left. And for no reason he was willing to share.

      Apparently, he cared so little about me that he had no regrets just vanishing.

      Fresh pain rippled through me—not just in my chest and heart, where I’d been nursing it for months. No, this time it zinged all the way to my head, hammering at my eyeballs and making a headache throb in my temples.

      Chase narrowed his yellow eyes. “You aren’t behind any of these attempts?”

      “I haven’t tried to harm Leila since our first meeting,” Rigel said.

      Chase sniffed the air. I wasn’t sure what he was trying to smell—any scent markings on Rigel, maybe? “But you won’t say where you’ve been? Or what you’ve been doing for two months?” There was a tiny bit of a growl at the end of his words.

      A muscle twitched in Rigel’s cheek, but he said nothing.

      At least he’s not going to attack us. Maybe he really didn’t try to kill me. Again.

      I severed my staff’s connection to magic, then leaned into Skye. “Let’s go back to the mansion. I’m done here.”

      “Yes, Queen Leila.” Skye started to walk toward the gardens—where a gate that opened into our human territory stood—then paused and peered back at me, her brown eyes crinkled with concern.

      I tried to smile, but it was taking about everything I had not to cry, so it ended up a painful grimace. “Come on, Chase, Lord Linus. We better go back.” My voice was thick, and the words barely made it out of my throat as I picked my way down the stone staircase that was chipped beyond repair.

      Chase followed behind me, and after a few long moments, Lord Linus joined us.

      “You’re not going to shout at me?” Rigel asked.

      I stopped. “What?” Against my better judgment, I turned around to look at him.

      His gaze flickered to the others.

      I glanced over my shoulder, where Chase, Skye, and Lord Linus waited. “I’ll meet you all in the gardens,” I said.

      Skye pressed her lips together, but bowed and picked her way through the wreckage, heading for the gardens. Lord Linus strolled after her. Chase did, too, but he stopped when he reached the garden entrance and took up a guarding position—just far enough away that he probably couldn’t hear what Rigel and I said if we talked quietly, but close enough he could reach me if there was trouble.

      “What would I shout about?” I asked.

      My headache was getting worse—my ears were almost buzzing from the pain as I struggled to contain my emotions and hold Rigel’s gaze.

      He shrugged. “About being gone for so long.”

      I held my breath until my lungs burned—reminding me I was still alive even though this felt like a cosmic joke. “If you’d been gone for a week I would have scolded you. Two, and I would have shouted at you. But, Rigel, you’ve been gone for two months.”

      “And that means it’s not worth raising your ire?”

      “No. It means—” I cut myself off and squeezed my eyes shut.

      It means I love you, and you abandoned me. You left without telling me anything—without even thinking of me. You care that little about me.

      I opened my eyes. “It means you hurt me.”

      Whatever Rigel expected from me, that was not it. A few wrinkles marred his perfect complexion as he furrowed his brow. “Hurt you?”

      “You left—for months—after I’d been nearly killed in our rooms,” I said. “You didn’t leave a message—Eventide found your cellphone in your room, and now you stroll back and—” I cut myself off and had to swallow as my eyes burned with tears again.

      “I’d left before and you never minded,” Rigel said.

      “You’d disappear for three days—or a week, maximum!” I snarled. “Two months, Rigel. Two months! I didn’t know if you really were behind the trap that injured me, or if you just got sick of being consort and decided to leave—I had no idea what you were thinking!”

      Rigel narrowed his eyes. “The trap hurt you?”

      “Yes! It was rigged between our rooms—I thought I was safe because I felt protected whenever I was with you—which was my mistake,” I snapped. “And you know what? It messed up my shoulder pretty bad, but that hurt way less than you leaving.”

      “But I didn’t harm you. I didn’t set up the trap.” Rigel’s expression was so certain, I couldn’t handle it.

      He doesn’t get it at all. He doesn’t understand why leaving me would make me upset, because it would never occur to him to care like that.

      My tears finally broke through my weak control and dripped down my face. I’m not a pretty crier. I’m sure I was red faced and ugly as I clenched my hands into fists.

      “Even if you didn’t set up the trap, you abandoned me.” My voice shook, but at least the pitch was steady. I hadn’t gone squeaky, yet. “And that hurt me way worse.”

      I turned away from my consort and blindly stumbled toward Chase, my shoulders twitching as I tried to hold in a sob.

      I felt miserable and defeated.

      I’ve had to fight tooth and nail for every inch of progress I’ve made. Every part of my life is a battle. Isn’t there any place I can just be…free?

      I angrily wiped my eyes when I joined Chase. The werewolf wisely said nothing, but he did glance back at Rigel and followed close at my heels—stopping only to nudge Lord Linus along when the fae lord lingered at the garden entrance.

      “Skye, clear my schedule for this afternoon.” I coughed, trying to clear the emotion from my throat. “I’m going to visit my parents.”

      “Yes, Queen Leila.”

      I expected a complaint from Lord Linus—or maybe a request to come with as he weirdly got along great with my mom and my stepdad, who I considered my real dad.

      Shockingly, he was silent.

      When we reached the stone archway covered by the wrought-iron door, I curiously glanced at the fae lord.

      He was looking back in the direction we’d come from, his hands straying to his belt.

      What’s his problem? He likes to pretend he’s protective of me, but he doesn’t usually do anything.

      In the end, I didn’t care. I sucked in a few deep breaths and tried to smile.

      Rigel is back. But now that I know how little he cares about me, it’s almost worse that he’s here.
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      I was feeling marginally better a few hours later when I sat between my parents on their sagging couch, a cup of coffee clutched in my hands and a warm fleece blanket patterned with cartoon chickens wrapped around me.

      “I’m sorry, kiddo.” Dad kissed the side of my head and sighed as he patted my knee. “I wish I could fix this for you.”

      My smile was a watery mess. “Thanks, Dad.”

      Even though Paul was my stepdad, I considered him my real dad. He married Mom and adopted me when I was about ten, and was the perfect dad—taught me how to drive, paid for my horseback riding lessons, attended any school events I had, the whole thing.

      Dad scratched his chin. “But I wonder why Rigel wouldn’t tell you where he was. Must be a secret fae thing?”

      I traced one of the cartoon chickens on the blanket with a finger. “I have no idea.”

      “But he said he didn’t set the trap, or work with whoever set it up?” Mom asked.

      “Yep.” I sipped my coffee, but for once the hot drink didn’t comfort me like it always did.

      “I know you’re very hurt that he disappeared, but doesn’t this mean he is still yours, and he hasn’t gone rogue?” Mom asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. He wouldn’t say anything about where he was or what he was doing.”

      “Surely there must be a reason why he won’t say anything?” Mom persisted.

      “He’s a fae, Mom. There could be a million sneaky, horrible reasons why he won’t speak—most likely it’s because he can’t lie about wherever he’s been, so it’s easier to stay quiet.” More words burned in my stomach, but I clamped my mouth shut, making my teeth click.

      Apparently I’ve moved on to the anger stage of grief. Yay me.

      Mom kissed the top of my head. She had to half rise out of the couch to reach my head since I was taller than both her and Dad. “I know right now you’re feeling hurt, and it’s understandable. But Rigel is loyal to you, sweetie. He wouldn’t do that to you.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, right. Because fae are known for being loyal and sticking around.”

      Mom studied me for a few moments, then her gaze flickered to Dad. “Paul, could you see if Azure would like some coffee?”

      “Sure—I’ll see if I can bring her inside finally, she must be finished changing the oil for your car by now.”

      Azure was a naiad—a water spirit—and in addition to being my personal chauffeur, she was also a crackin’ mechanic and tinkered with my parents’ vehicles whenever we stopped in.

      I glanced at the clock that hung from the wall. “Yeah, you’ll want to grab her now. Eventually she’ll realize there’s a tractor, lawn mower, and snowblower out in the barn, and then we’ll never get her inside.”

      Paul stood. “Oop,” he said when he tottered for a step. He shook his head. “Gosh darn—Leila, don’t grow old.” He winked at me, then turned his smile on Mom. “Do we have any tea I can offer Azure instead of coffee? Lord Linus told me fae prefer tea.”

      Mentioning Lord Linus’s name brought a bitter taste to my mouth, but I made my expression stay placid—it wasn’t Paul’s fault my biological father was a twit. “Lord Linus? Has he been bothering you two?”

      “Nah—he’s great,” Paul said.

      I was starting to ponder Paul’s ability to judge a person’s true self when he continued. “He gives us the best updates on you—sometimes he even texts us pictures of you all dolled up for all your events.”

      “He what?”

      Mom patted my hand. “Tell Azure we have some peppermint and chamomile tea if she’d like any, Paul.”

      “Okay.” Paul waved to us as he left the living room, going through my parents’ small but homy kitchen.

      I waited until I heard the door to the garage open and close before I spoke again. “For real, Mom, is Lord Linus bothering you guys? I swear I can’t look away from that idiot for even a second. He—”

      “Leila, you need to talk to him,” Mom said, neatly interrupting my tirade.

      I blinked. “Talk to Paul?”

      “No. Linus.”

      I shook my head. “The less I talk to him the better.”

      “He cares for you.”

      I snorted into my coffee mug before I took another sip. “Not really. He only cares about himself.”

      “That’s not true,” my mom said.

      “It’s absolutely true!” I almost sloshed my coffee all over my lap, so I set it down on a cow-shaped coaster on the cluttered coffee table. “The day Rigel went missing, Lord Linus told me he didn’t regret missing my childhood. He’s only cared about me since I became queen!”

      Mom studied me thoughtfully. “Is that why Rigel’s disappearing hurt you so deeply?”

      “…What?”

      “Because you think Linus abandoned us, are you afraid Rigel is going to do the same?”

      I sank deeper into the couch. “This isn’t the time to bust out some weird psychology, Mom.”

      “It’s not psychology,” Mom patiently said. “I just think Linus’s actions made you decide some generalizations about fae that simply aren’t true. Like your general belief that fae—fae nobles in particular—will easily abandon you.”

      “Fae are capable of doing some pretty terrible things.”

      “As are humans,” Mom said. “They fight and hurt one another just as easily as fae—or any of the supernaturals do.”

      “Yeah, I know humans aren’t perfect,” I said. “But…it’s just…” I trailed off, unable to put into words how much Rigel had hurt me.

      “It’s healthy that Rigel’s actions have hurt you. It means you care for him, and you’re not going to let him walk all over you,” Mom said. “Frankly, if he came back and you were only happy, I’d be quite concerned for you. And he owes you an explanation for where he’s been—a detailed explanation.” Mom narrowed her eyes, and for a moment her sweet smile and kind midwestern attitude were swapped for something steely and hard.

      When she glanced at me that strength melted back into her deep smile lines. “But I think you need to clear the air with Linus, too. That might help you feel better.”

      “What’s there to clear the air about? He abandoned us, and you found someone a thousand times better,” I said.

      “He had reasons, Leila.”

      “What reasons could he possibly have that would make it okay to drop us?” I rolled my eyes.

      “That’s not my story to tell,” Mom said. “But you need to ask him.”

      “No thanks, I’ll pass.”

      “Leila Grace,” Mom growled. “Given what you know, I can understand why you dislike Linus. But I—the woman who brought you into this world—am telling you that you need to talk to him. Understood?”

      “Yes, Mom,” I meekly said.

      Hey, I might have been an adult and the Queen of the Night Court, but when your Mom uses your middle name, you do what she says—no matter how old you are.

      Mom sighed, then perked up—all hints of her inner strength gone. “I think it will make you feel better, and might make it easier for you to talk to Rigel.” She made a clicking noise with her tongue. “But don’t be afraid to make that young man squirm. I don’t want to see you two fight, but he does deserve to have his ear pulled for haring off like he did. I’d like to box his ears myself for making you sad.”

      “Yeah.” I awkwardly scrubbed at my face. It still felt like Rigel had torn my heart in half, and there was a spiteful part of me that wanted to avoid talking to Linus.

      But Mom told me to talk to him, and she wouldn’t tell me that just to give him yet another chance to say something uncaring and terrible.

      The door opened, and Dad and Azure entered the kitchen, talking about cars.

      “Bethany,” Dad called. “Where’s the peppermint tea?”

      “I’ll get it!” Mom kissed me on the cheek again. “Why don’t you warm up your coffee and I’ll get out the banana cream pie I made this morning?” she asked.

      “Okay.” I picked up my mug—which had a fat pony painted on it—and stood up.

      When I entered the kitchen, Azure worriedly looked me over—not surprising considering I’d cried almost the whole way here.

      I smiled at her.

      Her returning smile bloomed into a beam, which made the brush of opalescent scales on her forehead glimmer in the kitchen light and seemed to brighten the blue tint of her skin.

      No matter what happens with Rigel or Lord Linus, I have supernaturals who care about me—members of my own Court. And that’s more than I ever hoped for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Rigel

      

        

      

      

      “I think that summarizes all the leads we’ve followed since you left,” Chase said.

      He strode in front of me, leading the way as we followed his patrol pattern—at least once per evening he physically checked in with all of his people at their various stations.

      I didn’t think Leila knew he was this diligent, but I’d learned everything I could about Night Court security when I was first made consort. Occupational habit, probably.

      “The clues really drop off? You can’t scent anything different—there hasn’t been any evidence left behind?” I asked.

      Chase shook his head. “The only thing we really have to go on is the weird magic Leila and any other fae have felt when facing down magic attacks. She says it’s not fae magic, and that it feels old and deadly.”

      The werewolf peeled off from the main hallway and entered one of the many drawing rooms inside the mansion.

      This one was strategic because it was directly beneath Leila’s and my bedrooms. As a result, Chase posted a guard by the balcony.

      It was decked out in typical fae luxury—shining wooden floors with plum-colored carpets decorated with a silver flower design and dark blue walls with black crown molding. A fresco of a waxing moon was painted on the wall, and another was decorated with an enormous Japanese woodblock print of traditional Japanese tea implements.

      A massive marble statue of a naiad and a dryad was placed in the center of the room, making it nearly impossible to sit in any of the luxurious couches and chairs to hold a conversation.

      Leila has most likely not spent much time in this room—or she would have figured out how to sell that statue.

      “Has no one been able to track the magic to a particular kind of supernatural?” I asked.

      “No. But we think it’s an old magic. An elf spell was once used on Adept Hazel of House Medeis and Eminence Killian Drake. It seems unlikely there are multiple groups that would be willing to throw ancient magic around when spells are expensive and rare, so it still gives credit to the Paragon’s theory that there is an organization behind the attacks on Queen Leila.”

      Chase approached the guard—a fierce troll who made no effort to hide the way she balefully eyed me over Chase’s head given her great height.

      I caressed my bracers as I pondered the difficulty I’d accidentally launched myself into.

      Because my geas keeps me from talking, I can’t even point them in the right direction—though if they’re looking into the magic that’s a promising start. That will lead them to the main culprits rather than the patsy they set up to hire me and do most of their dirty work. But this isn’t ideal. I didn’t know there’d been any more attempts while I was tracking down information. And Leila’s reaction was…unexpected.

      I’d expected anger. But she’d cried.

      I’d never seen her cry before. Not when she faced down her whole Court, not when she stood up to the other fae monarchs. Her eyes had gotten teary before, but she just got more stubborn, angrier, and bolstered through.

      Until me. I made her cry.

      The knowledge inspired a dull ache in my chest that I hadn’t experienced before, and was not enjoying.

      Previously, I’d never inspired emotion like that. Yes, I’d made a career on my ability to incite fear, and I was used to being dreaded.

      But no one had ever looked at me like I had meant something to them before I ground them under my heel.

      It was…unsettling.

      I wish she’d just yell at me.

      I clenched my jaw and casually felt for the short sword buckled to my belt.

      Why didn’t she yell? What pain could I have possibly inflicted? I’d understand if they were more convinced that I am behind some of the assassination attempts, but Chase would not be escorting me around the mansion, telling me vital knowledge if he believed that.

      Chase slapped the troll guard on the back of her arm and slunk back to me, looking particularly canine as he wove through the furniture with precise movements. He motioned for me to follow him from the room. “Next station,” he said.

      “Does Leila know you’re telling me all of this high security intelligence?” I asked.

      Chase glanced back at me—by sheer habit I tended to walk in the shadows while he strode under the hanging lights. “You mean is she convinced you didn’t set up the trap that used your butterfly swords? Mostly—I’m inclined to agree with her.”

      “Inclined to agree? You aren’t certain about me but you still tell me all of this?”

      Chase flicked his yellow eyes in my direction. “Yes…well…” He trailed off when he saw two guards walking the hallways. He raised a hand to them as they saluted, and joined them, once again speaking in a lowered tone.

      One of the guards was a pixie—who was small and hovered in the air but had an agility no other supernatural could match with his ability to fly out of harm’s way. His partner was the grandson of a fae noble.

      Occasionally his eyes flicked in my direction. Like the troll, he did not look enthused to see me.

      As I waited for Chase to finish, I saw Lord Iason and Lady Theodora strolling at the far end of the hallway, where it intersected with one of the other wings.

      The noble pair stopped and gaped at me, and for a moment they tensed with fear. But their fear quickly melted into anger as Lady Theodora pressed her lips together until they were almost white and Lord Iason furrowed his eyebrows.

      Interesting.

      I waited until Chase rejoined me to ask. “It seems Leila has won the loyalty of the Night Court?”

      “What do you mean?” Chase asked.

      “When I was last here they feared me and respected her—a true respect, not the grudging type she had inspired when we were first married. Now, it seems that—despite their still very real fear of me—the Night Court is angry with me.”

      “Ahh, well. I think they were well on their way to loving her even before you left—they were merely consumed with terror of you so you didn’t get a chance to see it,” Chase said.

      “Hmm.”

      At least that is one positive out of all of this. Leila has captured her Court—they’re hers, now. She has no need to fear an inside attack.

      I stepped around a sideboard that contained a bouquet of blooming irises—out of season considering there was at least a foot of snow outside—and a porcelain tea set with a cobalt blue design and gold accents that I recognized as a modern Russian design. “You still haven’t answered me,” I said.

      Chase cocked his head. “You mean why I’m sharing all this information with you?”

      “Yes.”

      Chase motioned for me to follow him into a familiar room—Leila’s personal study.

      It hadn’t changed much since I’d last been here. There were a few new dog beds strewn around the floor, but the room was a monument to knowledge. Two floors of wall-to-wall bookshelves with a winding walkway that reached up to the second floor filled the bulk of the room, but massive windows, and comfortable couches arranged in front of Leila’s enormous desk gave it more personality.

      Leila’s desk was piled high with papers—as usual.

      If bloodshed is my vice, work is hers.

      Chase clasped his hands behind his back and studied me carefully. “I don’t know that I trust you to not have connections, or be doing something for your own motivation. But I do know you protect Leila, and that your protection isn’t just happenstance.”

      How did a werewolf get to be so observant? I studied him, wondering how much he saw.

      I wanted to protect Leila. That was why I’d left. It was the first time I’d ever done something for somebody because I wanted to.

      And didn’t it turn out marvelously well.

      “That’s a risky conclusion,” I said. “What proof do you have that I value her safety?”

      Chase was impassive, but I could tell by the flicker in his yellow eyes that he was thinking. “As a werewolf I have…instincts,” he said slowly. “It’s what makes a pack work together. We can understand each other—even if nothing is said.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Yes, but we’re not your pack.”

      Chase turned away from me to scan Leila’s study.

      That’s an avoidance technique, I realized as I watched the werewolf.

      “Or are we?” I asked.

      “I still belong to the Northern Lakes Pack. But…” Chase shrugged, and he lost some of his strict stiffness as he looked up at the ceiling and scratched his neck. “I don’t know quite what’s happening, but I feel loyalty to Queen Leila like I would an alpha.”

      I narrowed my eyes, and Chase flatly added, “Loyalty to her as a leader.”

      Something in me eased—which, ironically, made me tense. What would I care how he views Leila, outside of knowing that he’s loyal?

      “I’m also feeling the same bond like I would to a packmate for Indigo, Skye, my people…and you.”

      “And that gives you magical powers to be able to ascertain that I’m safe for Leila?”

      “Yes,” Chase said.

      Unable to face down the hard truths in his eyes, I looked away. “Any guesses why you’re feeling these ties?”

      “No. I reported it to Pre-Dominant Harka. She said sometimes Lone Wolves get connections like this, but it’s never happened to a wolf that is still an active part of a pack.” Chase sighed. “I never counted on seeing fae as family, either.”

      “Blame Leila.”

      “Is that what you do to make yourself feel better?” Chase asked.

      I frowned. “I liked you better when you talked less.”

      “And I liked you better when you weren’t breaking our Sovereign’s heart.”

      “I didn’t break her heart,” I scoffed. “Hurt her—apparently, yes. But Leila loves those night mares of hers more than she cares for me.”

      Chase watched me in a silence that I found disconcerting.

      “Regardless, your feeling of pack ties might be strange, but I can’t say it’s shocking. Leila’s accomplished more for the fae over the past six months than anyone has in the last decade,” I said. “I don’t think it’s because of the night mares or her magic, but because of her.”

      Chase nodded. “I’m not going to fight it,” he said. “I like my position, and I’ve come to like the Night Court since Queen Leila has tamed them.”

      Before I could ask anything more, Chase’s cellphone beeped. He glanced down at it and frowned.

      “Something wrong?” I asked.

      “No,” Chase absently said. “One of my people reported that Leila passed a checkpoint at the start of Night Court land. She should be home shortly. I’m going out to meet her. Are you coming with?”

      I thought of Leila and the pain I saw in her eyes, the way she’d looked at me…

      “No,” I decided.

      Chase nodded. “I’ll find you after, then.” He bowed slightly to me—I was the consort, after all—and trotted from the room.

      I was slower to follow, skulking through the enormous mansion.

      I briefly considered going upstairs to my bedroom.

      But if Leila intends to retire early she’ll go there…and I doubt she’d welcome my presence.

      I changed directions, heading for one of the side doors that would let me outside, intending to make my way to the stables.

      I’ll visit the night mares. If I am lucky, they won’t try to bite me on sight.

      The more I considered the idea the more it pleased me. And if Leila happened to hear of my visit, maybe it would restore me to some of her good graces—she loved those animals dearly.

      How did I go from feared assassin, to buttering up my wife’s pets because I somehow hurt her feelings?

      I snarled mutely when I remembered the way Chase had stared me down for my confusion—as if I was an idiot.

      The whole situation was disconcerting, honestly. Which made me all the more eager to fix things so I could stop…feeling.

      I made it outside into the screaming wind and freezing temperatures. The gardens were blanketed with snow—even the rose bushes that had been covered were almost indiscernible among all the snow banks. But the gardeners had shoveled and salted all the sidewalks, including the path that led out to the stables.

      I was about halfway there when I felt a flare of magic. I unsheathed my sword. “Ictus,” I muttered as I turned around, making the blade ignite with magic.

      Lord Linus stood behind me, the wind ruffling his black hair as he balanced a glowing dagger on his fingertip. “You made her cry.”

      I’d never seen Lord Linus use a bladed artifact before. I eased myself into a defensive position and started mentally drawing a rune. “What?”

      “Leila,” Lord Linus said. “You made her cry for months. You hurt her.”

      “So I’ve been told—though no one has yet explained why.”

      “It’s because you don’t understand, that’s the problem,” Lord Linus said. There was no sign of his bright grins and the charms he wore to manipulate others. His expression was stoic. The fae lord before me was forged like I was—sharp, dark, and made with the purpose of killing.

      “I didn’t want her to marry you.” Lord Linus’s purple eyes flashed, and he didn’t shiver in the freezing temperatures even though he was only wearing a long-sleeved shirt, trousers, boots, and gloves. “You’re a monster. Useful to her, but not something she should permanently tie herself to.” His dagger flared with his temper, and runes of magic glowed in the blade itself.

      This was the true Lord Linus—not the idiot Leila was always despairing over.

      I scanned the surroundings—Lord Linus had chosen this spot on purpose. Out here in the snow—with the sun muted by clouds and everything covered by snow—there were no shadows or splashes of darkness for me to jump to using my magic. Conniving—and impressive forethought.

      “You’re not going to refute that you’re a monster?” Lord Linus asked.

      I switched my grip on my sword, changing from a right-handed position to a left-handed grip—it seemed I would need to be fully aware for this. “We’re fae,” I said. “I can’t deny the truth.”

      Lord Linus blinked. “At least you have the decency to admit it.”

      He lunged at me, his dagger crackling with magic.

      I blocked it with my sword, which was sheathed in shadows.

      “I’ve never liked you.” Lord Linus retreated a few steps then tried again, aiming for my left shoulder. “You’re everything I tried to shield her from.” He flicked a second dagger from a scabbard at his back and tried to stab my arm.

      I rotated my wrist, deflecting the attack with my metal bracer—though he put enough force behind the strike it made my arm rattle.

      I pushed my sword up, throwing his arms into the air, then tried to knee him in the gut.

      Lord Linus danced backwards, almost moving fast enough to match my speeds.

      I don’t recall hearing he was particularly skilled at fighting—how did he hide this for so long?

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “For you to pay for the pain you’ve caused her.” Lord Linus jumped at me, but I was done defending.

      I dodged the swipe he made for me with his first dagger. I caught the second strike, and I had enough space to rotate my sword and slam its hilt into Lord Linus’s gut.

      I heard the air leak out of him, but he jumped backwards as if he barely felt it.

      “Funny. I’d say between the two of us you’ve hurt her more,” I said. “And for far longer.”

      “It was unavoidable.”

      “Tell that to Leila!”

      Lord Linus chucked one of his daggers at me. I raised my sword into a guard position and was nearly blown off my feet by the strength of the magic in his dagger.

      I clenched my teeth and weathered the magical blowback, and when the dagger fell I kicked it into a nearby snow bank.

      Lord Linus tossed his dagger from one hand to the other, and I slid forward, magic screaming as it flowed across my blade.

      Now, it’s my turn.

      With a careful thrust, I was able to dig my sword under the hand guard of his dagger. Using my weapon like a lever, I yanked, and Lord Linus’s weapon went flying.

      Lord Linus pulled three jewels from a pocket of his trousers—the artifacts glowed with magic as he murmured to them.

      Dimly, I heard an alarm sound off near the front of the house—probably set off by our fight. I ignored the noise and focused on the fight.

      How shall I end this?

      I tested Lord Linus, lashing out with my sword.

      He raised a ward that was so strong, when I tried to cut it, it felt as solid as stone, and my hands numbed.

      I activated the rune of power I’d been building, and the magic around my sword flared, consuming his ward.

      Before I could pull back, Lord Linus launched an attack of his own with an illusion of darkness that swallowed me up. I couldn’t see anything.

      Warily, I braced myself—straining my ears to listen for any movement.

      Unfortunately, Lord Linus was as silent as me. I couldn’t tell where he was until a magical attack slammed into me.

      It hurt, but I’d been through worse before. I gritted my teeth and bore it.

      I was still swallowed by darkness, but the pain caused by the magical attack grounded me. Pinpointing the direction of the attack, I twisted oddly and grabbed Lord Linus by the wrist.

      I wrenched him around in front of me and was about to unleash a magic attack of my own, when a scream tore through the air.

      “Rigel!” It was faint—coming from the front of the house—but there was no mistaking that voice. It was Leila, and she sounded terrified.
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      Chase and Indigo were waiting at the front of the mansion when I arrived home.

      My forehead puckered as I studied them with worry—it wasn’t unusual for Indigo to be waiting for me, but Chase was usually too busy for something like that.

      “Thanks for driving, Azure.” I slipped out of the car and smiled at the naiad.

      She smiled back—she’d loosened up considerably these past few months. “It was my honor, my Sovereign.”

      I wiggled my fingers at her in a wave, then pushed the car door shut and turned to my friends. “Okay, hit me,” I said. “What fresh trouble is waiting for me?”

      Chase bowed. “Welcome home, Queen Leila.”

      “Yeah, welcome back and whatever,” Indigo said. “Did you have a nice time?”

      “I did,” I said. “But it’s freaking me out that Chase is waiting here. What’s up?”

      Chase innocently glanced down at his phone. “Nothing big,” he said.

      Like an idiot, I relaxed.

      “I just received a report from one of my men that Lord Linus and Consort Rigel are fighting in the gardens,” he finished.

      “Of course those two would get in a fight.” I groaned. “How bad is it?”

      “I don’t think they’ll kill each other,” Chase said. “They’re too skilled for that.”

      I pressed my lips together for a moment, weighing Chase’s words.

      Lord Linus was an idiot, but I knew from my magic lessons with him that he was incredibly talented at magic. Maybe Chase’s estimation wasn’t too far off?

      I don’t want to deal with this. Can’t I let them beat each other up?

      The thought of confronting them made my stomach flop.

      Maybe I can just go visit the night mares?

      It hadn’t started getting dark yet—at least not that I could tell since it was cloudy—but if I wanted to see the night mares before it was pitch black now was the time.

      I’d almost settled on taking the coward’s way out, when one of the mansion’s defense wards went off.

      An alarm blared; its echoes oddly muted by the thick blanket of snow.

      At the far end of the winding driveway, massive gates swung shut, and a ward sprouted around the property. Runes the size of cars that glowed black like night, created the walls of the barrier, guarding the place from any invasion.

      Chase was shouting into his Bluetooth ear piece, and Indigo grabbed me by the wrist.

      “Get inside, Leila,” Indigo snapped.

      “And box myself in? No thanks,” I said.

      “It’ll be safer—you don’t have to get involved!”

      “I’m not going to make my people fight when I can fight with them,” I snapped. “Where’s my staff?”

      “Someone is bringing it,” Chase said. He moved protectively in front of me, his eyes studying the unblemished white of the front lawn. “Ward yourself first before you attack anything,” he told me.

      I opened my mouth to tell him exactly what I thought of that idea, when the first smear of black appeared on the horizon.

      Dozens of enormous spiders scurried toward us. Roughly the size of great danes and possessing a hardened black shell that covered their bodies, the spiders were straight from a kid’s nightmare. Their legs were hairy and had extra joints in them, their eyes glowed a poisonous neon green, and sticky goo coated their fangs.

      I was familiar with this kind of spider. They supposedly came from the fae realm, and though I’d never seen them in the wild, I’d beaten them off twice before. Once at my parents’ property, and Rigel had eliminated some at our wedding.

      But I’d never seen so many of them before.

      “How’d they get past the ward?” I asked. “It’s not broken anywhere.”

      “A good question—one we will get to the bottom of.” Chase grimly unholstered his handgun as guards poured out of the house, joining us on the driveway.

      Skye burst out of the house with a pair of guards, her gaze darkening when she saw the incoming wave of spiders. “Queen Leila—”

      “I’m not going inside.” I watched as the spiders kept coming and coming.

      They hadn’t reached us just yet, but the lawn was darkened with their sheer numbers.

      My fingers itched to clutch my staff, and I fought the reflex to shout for Rigel. I dug into the deep pockets of my coat, yanking out my charm bracelet—the first magical artifact I’d ever used, which I kept on me since it was easy to carry—and my holstered handgun—a gift from the Drake vampires when I’d first been made queen.

      I twined my bracelet through my fingers and wracked my gun, loading a bullet into the chamber before I flicked off the safety.

      The spiders were almost to the cleared driveway. They seemed to have trouble moving across the snow—their scurrying was jolted and uneven, and they frequently staggered and rammed into one another, which slowed their progress.

      But it was hard to swallow as I stared at the incoming wave. They were packed in so tightly I couldn’t even begin to guess how many there were.

      I gave in, and against the pain in my heart, I screamed for the one person I most wanted in a time like this. “Rigel!”

      “Fire at will!” Chase shouted to his men.

      I joined him and my fae guards in shooting at the closest spiders, aiming for their heads.

      The first line of arachnids fell, and the other spiders climbed over their bodies, trampling them as they crawled in our direction.

      I shot bullet after bullet, but for every spider I downed, five more seemed to take its place.

      My heart pounded in my throat, and when I emptied my gun magazine I activated my charm bracelet. “Flore.” I fumbled in my coat pocket for the one full magazine clip I carried, replacing it with a practiced gesture—courtesy of my practice sessions with the Drake Family—by tilting the gun and releasing my magazine with one hand and smoothly sliding the new magazine in.

      The spiders were gaining ground, even though we were mowing them down. There were that many. They were now only about a truck length away from me.

      Chase backed up, forcing me to retreat as well.

      I emptied my clip and threw my gun—it was useless to me without any ammo anyway—clunking a spider in the head.

      Behind me the doors burst open, and I absently recognized the two fae nobles who jumped through the doors as Lady Theodora and Lord Iason. They moved with a raw athleticism despite the fact that they wore a cocktail dress and a tuxedo that was reminiscent of the 1930s.

      “Protect the queen!” Chase shouted, his voice turning into a howl at the end.

      Lord Iason yanked a cufflink from his suit, yelled an activation word, and shook it out, transforming it into a shield that had serrated edges. He sprang at a spider and hammered his shield at the narrowed spot between the spider’s head and body, beheading it with ease.

      Lady Theodora held out her already activated tuning fork artifact and sang. Her eyes glowed, and magic swirled around her as all the spiders in a fifteen-foot radius around her slowed, then froze, held in place by the magic that flowed through her voice.

      I was almost spellbound by the sound, but I made myself focus and produce a ward, dropping it to my feet before it bloomed up around me, an iridescent casing of protection.

      What can I do to help? My staff is my biggest asset, and no one has brought it out. Should I go get it?

      I hurriedly produced about twenty of the twinkling orbs of light that were usually used for lighting purposes, then I flung them away from me so they were strung out where the snow banks met the drive. I sucked in a gulp of air—it tasted rancid from the sour scent of spider blood—then cranked up the power on the orbs, making them small but blinding beacons.

      It slowed the spiders down—they clogged up at the driveway edge instead of moving faster once they were no longer on snow, but it didn’t do much besides that.

      A spider scurried past Chase and launched itself at Skye’s back. I gathered raw magic—intending to chuck it at the monster—but Eventide, my shy, faun butler, launched himself at the spider with a blood curdling war cry.

      I watched in shock as he ripped a leg off the spider and then beat it over the head with its own severed limb, all without mussing his pristine white dress shirt or black bowtie.

      That shows me for making judgments on people’s fighting abilities!

      I glanced out at the lawn, hoping the spiders would soon stop coming, but there was still no end to the black sea of them.

      “They aren’t stopping, even though we have the ward up,” I shouted to Chase.

      Chase pulled a full magazine from his belt and swapped it using the same, dual handed technique I had—the Drakes would approve. “There must be a breach.”

      I glanced at the giant runes that still surrounded the property. The barrier didn’t falter—and believe me, after all the land I’d lost in the Night Realm I knew in my soul what a weakened barrier looked like.

      “Or someone opened a portal directly into the property,” I said.

      Skye let out a string of very un-Skye-like curses. “That’d be the only way to get this many spiders here—the Night Realm citizens would have noticed their presence otherwise!” Using magic, she shoved a spider backwards, straight into Lord Iason who ended it instantly.

      “Send a team to look,” I yelled to Chase over the chaos of battle. “We need that portal closed if it’s what they used—”

      Screams like shattered glass yanked my attention away.

      My night mares—fae horses that were too thin to be healthy, but possessed glowing yellow eyes and jagged teeth that didn’t belong on a horse—galloped across the snow-covered lawn. Their black coats were dull compared to the spiders’ glossy carapaces, and with only six of them they were greatly outnumbered.

      But the horses didn’t hesitate as they plowed into the spiders, trampling them under their unnaturally sharp hooves. Unhindered by the snow, they moved like lightning across the lawn.

      Two of them—Eclipse and Solstice, the smallest and largest of the herd—peeled off and headed in my direction, just as the first howls drifted around the corner.

      Seven shades appeared—they must have been in the stables with the night mares—loping in an organized pack as they, too, descended on the spiders. They snapped their jaws around the spiders’ heads and abdomens, killing them and flinging them into the writhing hordes where they crushed each other.

      I was happy to see them, but the animals were out in the thick of things alone. What would happen if one of them got injured—would we be able to fight the flow to reach them?

      I heard the glooms before I saw them. They sounded like angry goblins shouting from the bottom of a well. The scream was so unnatural it made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end as the felines streaked around the corner of the mansion.

      The four glooms launched themselves at the spiders, their dagger-sharp claws extended. They landed on top of the spiders and made quick work, biting into the back of the spiders’ necks, killing them.

      “We’re going to have to call a vet.” I reinforced the lights that addled the spiders, trying to direct the flow of the battle to make more of the monsters pass Theodora and her magic infused voice. “These things are probably diseased, and I don’t want the glooms or shades getting sick from them.”

      “Is this really a priority we need to discuss right now?” Chase asked.

      “My pets’ health is always a priority.” I raised a ward under a spider that was chasing Indigo, slicing it in half.

      “It’s a shame you don’t treasure your own health as much as you treasure theirs,” Indigo growled.

      I grinned at her, but my smile dropped when a spider rammed into one of Chase’s guys.

      Just as a spider was about to fling itself on the guard, Eclipse thundered across the driveway. She snapped her sharpened teeth on one of the spider’s legs and whipped it off its feet, flinging it above her head before smashing it into the ground just as she had that hot day in May when I first saw her.

      The guard scrambled to his feet—unharmed—but he’d been pushed back a few steps, which made a hole in our defensive line, and spiders scrambled through, attacking the guards who were carefully shooting out into the horde.

      I tried to put as many wards around the guards as I could, but I was working with the limitations of my charm bracelet—which couldn’t funnel much magic.

      I need to get my staff.

      I spun around and was about to tell Chase when Indigo shouted.

      “Leila, look out!”

      I peered back at the spider that lunged for me, its fangs stretching as the hairs of its legs scraped against my coat.

      I tried to build a ward, but I knew it would be too late.

      “Aer.” Rigel appeared at my side and lashed out, stabbing the spider under its head with his twin daggers.

      Relief swamped me.

      Rigel was here. It was going to be okay.

      Immediately after that thought, my stomach twisted, and I hated that even after two months, he still had the ability to make me feel like this—safe and protected.

      Rigel kicked the dead spider in the face, sending it toppling backwards on another spider that died, crushed by its weight.

      Rigel glanced at me, his black eyes sharp. “Where’s your staff?”

      “Someone is bringing it.” I glanced worriedly at the mansion doors—which gaped open. “I hope.”

      Rigel casually gutted two spiders with a swirl, his daggers skimming over the top of the spiders and slicing through their hardened exteriors. “We need to take out a large chunk of them at once.”

      “I know that,” I snapped. “But until I get my staff—”

      I was drowned out by the throaty roar of an engine.

      Rigel and I spun around to see Azure, driving my truck, come barreling up the driveway. She mowed down all the spiders in her path, the truck jostling a little as it crushed fleeing spiders.

      Rather than careen in our direction—where she’d risk hitting us, Azure turned and gunned it. The truck popped up over the edge of the snow, driving out into the lawn where Azure steamrolled over spiders, taking out dozens as she cranked the truck in a tight circle that spit up snow and crushed spiders.

      Rigel and I stared as she bounced across the front lawn, taking out more spiders than anyone else.

      “That’s efficient,” I said.

      Rigel made a noise in the back of his throat, then stabbed through a spider’s head.

      Not to be outdone, I hurriedly made a ward, slicing through a spider, then glanced at our allies.

      Everyone was still standing—a few guards were spattered with bile and ooze, but I had recently ponied up to pay for charmed clothing for Chase and his people, so they were uninjured.

      Theodora was still singing as Lord Iason cut through the spiders she stunned, and Indigo and Skye were fighting back-to-back.

      I caught sight of Lord Linus helping a few guards, using a set of daggers I’d never seen him use before.

      But where is my staff?

      A high-pitched screech rang in my ears. “I’ve got it!” Lady Chrysanthe shouted.

      The blond-haired fae zoomed down the steps, carrying my staff above her head—which is a lot harder than you’d think because that metal crescent moon that topped it was heavy.

      Dressed in a gauzy gown that would have looked more at home in a Jane Austen novel, Lady Chrysanthe screamed as she plowed through spiders, bludgeoning her way to me.

      In any other circumstance I probably would have laughed, but the way she barely avoided a few spiders made fear slosh in my stomach with my ill-timed humor.

      “Chrys!” I shouted.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming! DIE!” Prim and proper Lady Chrysanthe kicked a spider in the face before smashing the staff down on its head.

      Rigel pulled a handgun from his jacket pocket and shot the spider—which crumpled up and convulsed.

      “Here!” Lady Chrysanthe jumped the last few steps to me, eagerly dumping the staff into my arms.

      Green gunk oozed off a couple of the sharp points of the metal stars clustered around the moon, but the second I touched it I felt better.

      The sensation of magic surrounded me, wild and potent. Holding my staff, I could feel the magical essence of the night mares—which felt like dappled moonlight—the cold breath of the night that seemed to touch everything related to my Court, and even the heartbeat of my friends who fought with me.

      Unity, that’s what holding my staff felt like. Not uniformity, but togetherness.

      We’re fine.

      I rolled my shoulders back and took a deep breath, preparing a rune.

      Unlike other artifacts, which required an activation word, the staff recognized me and immediately started filtering magic, lovingly winding it around me.

      Aided by the royal artifact, I could see the wild magic that naturally floated around it. I could even see the way my staff—which now glowed purple—filtered it as I peered out at the battle.

      Azure still ramrodded through the spider swarm out on the lawn—which was now littered with squashed spiders and tire tracks. The shades and night mares were working together to drive more in her direction.

      Chase and my guards had finally run out of their seemingly endless supply of ammo, and were fighting the spiders with bladed weapons.

      Some of the spiders slipped past them, but Rigel ended them with ease, lurking around me and—I was thankful to see—helping Skye and Indigo when they needed it.

      “I’m going to try to finish them off,” I announced.

      “All of them?” Indigo hollered over the clang of weapons and crunch of dying spiders.

      “All of them,” I confirmed.

      “How?” Skye asked.

      “I’m not really sure,” I admitted.

      “You’re not sure?” Skye shouted, losing her usual cool composure.

      “I’ll figure something out,” I absently said.

      It was a little hard to concentrate with the visual of wild magic—something supernaturals couldn’t normally see.

      As I looked from Skye to Lord Iason to Chase, and then gazed out at the spiders where the glooms brought three spiders down together and the shades howled as they ran down a spider pack on their own, I saw a glimmer of extra magic in them.

      I had a hunch it was the ancient magic that connected my Court and bound them to the ancient laws of our kind—like their inability to hurt their monarchs.

      I hadn’t been able to connect with that magic before I got my staff, and there was way too much I didn’t know about the magic behind my Court, but I didn’t know what else to do.

      The sour scent of spider bile filled the air so thickly I almost couldn’t breathe anymore, and the elusive magic knocked into me.

      Magic sparkled around each member of my Court—from Lady Theodora to Chase. Even the night mares, shades, and glooms glowed out on the lawn, and I could see the blueish light emitting from my truck cab that marked out Azure.

      For a second, I thought only I could see it, but then Indigo yelped and Chrysanthe flailed around, running from her own magic.

      By instinct, I slammed the base of my staff onto the driveway, and the magic peeled off them and rippled out, connecting us all together with an intangible web of magic.

      The wild magic that hovered around us—normally pure and potent but untouchable—erupted.

      Everything turned iridescent, glittering with a rainbow of colors. Wild magic that was so strong it made my teeth ache flooded the front lawn, burning brighter and brighter as the spiders hissed, trying to escape it.

      Wild magic consumed them, disintegrating them into piles of ash as it mercilessly swept through the mansion grounds. It was beautiful to see the magic sweep the area, and when it slammed into me I tasted starlight and felt cool air wrap around me like a gentle hug.

      The magic released me only once nearly all the spiders had been killed.

      There were a few out on the lawn that had escaped, but Azure was running them down with the truck.

      Not a single live spider remained on the driveway. Magic had killed all of them.

      My lungs felt icy and my fingers shook—like I’d drunk a triple espresso drink in a minute flat. “That was something,” I said once I could find my voice.

      “What was that?” Indigo wheezed.

      “I don’t really know; I don’t think that was totally me,” I said.

      I’d sweated under my jacket, which I was really starting to regret because the enjoyable coolness of the wild magic was quickly getting replaced with the biting chill of the January afternoon.

      “I’d say the spiders indicate whoever originally had it out for you is still trying.” Chase stepped over a spider carcass—one Rigel had killed, judging by the precise stab wound in its head. “And I’d almost say they wanted you to know it was them.”

      “Are we not going to talk about Queen Leila choosing a battle as the perfect time to experiment with magic?” Indigo sourly asked. She glanced up at Skye, who was pushing a stray lock of her nearly perfect hair back into place. “I’d figured you, at least, would back me up here, Skye.”

      “Queen Leila has proven her ability to think on her feet during battles, and seems to encounter her most creative moments there.” Despite her even voice and stoic expression, Skye dug into a pocket of her black slacks and pulled out the small mint tin she stuffed with antacid tablets.

      “Personally, I think it turned out great,” I said. “Is anyone hurt?”

      Even though Indigo looked like she’d sucked on a lemon she seemed unharmed as she picked her way around dead spiders to join Lady Chrysanthe and Skye. Lord Linus was crouched in front of a spider body and was poking it with a dagger.

      Already, Chase’s people were getting into cleanup/investigation mode. Some of them sifted through the wreckage to pick up empty magazines while another team loaded up with weapons and magic and set off across the lawn, following the spider tracks in an effort to figure out how they got in.

      “Lady Theodora and I are uninjured.” Lord Iason wiped the serrated edges of his shield off on the snow, then collapsed it. “But I find myself inclined to agree with your companion, Queen Leila. You take far too many chances on the battlefield.”

      “Indeed.” Lady Theodora’s voice was still entrancing as she shook off her leftover magic. “You are our queen. You ought to not be quite so…active, but instead be protected.”

      Normally I would have said something about that sounding boring, or totally not my style, but when I really studied the fae lord and lady, I could see they weren’t criticizing me out of spite.

      Probably another stupid tradition. I swear I could strangle that Original Creep of a king.

      The Night Court in America was founded by a rather opinionated and pushy king who left a boatload of fussy laws and rules as his legacy. He was the one who’d decided that the night mares would choose the next monarch of the Night Court whenever the previous one passed on—which is how I got chosen. I still believed the night mares only settled on me because I gave them carrots and made sure they were fed and cared for when they randomly showed up on my parents’ hobby farm.

      The Original Creep had also decided that every Night Court monarch had to get married before they were crowned—an idea that went over extraordinarily well with me as I’m sure you can guess, not!

      Supposedly all of his regulations were to cap the Night Court’s power, and in turn keep the Day Court from getting too influential as well since our Courts were the only ones of their kind in the USA and were “fatefully entwined.” But I didn’t buy it. The previous queen had left the Night Court in such a mess the Court was on the brink of collapse, meanwhile my pal King Solis—the only monarch I counted as a friend—and his Day Court were doing great.

      I offered the pair a brief smile. “I’m touched by your concern for me,” I said, genuinely.

      Lord Iason warily rolled his shoulders back, then nodded.

      Rigel unexpectedly set a hand on my shoulder and turned me in the direction of the mansion.

      Not nearly as tolerant of him, I stepped out of his touch. “What?”

      “You have to change,” Rigel said.

      “Later. Chase, what do you think—”

      “Not later, now.” Rigel stepped into my personal space, crowding me so I took a step toward the mansion to get away.

      “What—why?” I blustered

      Rigel picked up my right arm and held it above my head, putting the right side of my jacket on display.

      Green ooze—the kind that had coated the spiders’ fangs—was splashed on my wool jacket, smoldering slightly as it ate through the fabric.

      Indigo made a noise in the back of her throat and hopped her way over to me.

      “You need to get rid of the jacket and your clothes immediately—the poison will seep down to your skin,” Rigel said.

      Indigo helped me pull the jacket off—which she flung onto the driveway.

      Some of the green ooze had already leaked through to the warm sweater I was wearing.

      “Cut it off,” Indigo said to Rigel. “There’s no way I can get that sweater over her head without possibly brushing her with it.”

      “I’ll call for some potions to be sent up to Queen Leila’s room.” Skye pulled her phone out of her suitcoat.

      My heart thudded unsteadily as Rigel once again stepped into my personal space. Using one of his daggers, he delicately sliced through the fabric at my back, tracing his dagger down my spine.

      Indigo helped me peel it off. “Rigel is right,” she grunted. “You need to go shower immediately—and take those health potions Skye is calling for.”

      I scrutinized the thin, long sleeved shirt I wore under my sweater. “I don’t think it oozed through to this shirt, though?”

      “You can’t risk it,” Indigo said. “This poison is excruciating, and highly toxic. You need to take precautions immediately.”

      I shivered in the cold January air. “I thought spiders were venomous?”

      “These fae spiders have a fun cocktail of venom and poison in their glands,” Chase said. “The venom is injected when they bite their prey, but the poison means if they merely brush it on their prey they can harm them as it’s absorbed through the skin.”

      “How do you know that?” I asked, surprised by the werewolf’s knowledge of fae creatures.

      “I studied up on them after the spiders attacked you at your wedding,” Chase said.

      “I don’t think I tell you enough, but you are the perfect director of security,” I said.

      “Inside,” Rigel said. “Now.”

      There was something about the moment that felt normal. I almost cracked a joke about my bossy consort, but when I peered up at him I remembered how he’d walked away for two months with zero regrets, and didn’t understand why I was upset.

      I swallowed, and my heartbreak left a sour feeling in my mouth. “Yeah, okay. Thanks everyone. Thanks, Azure!”

      I waved as the naiad drove my truck back onto the driveway. She put the truck into park and rolled down the window. “I apologize for using your vehicle without permission. I shall begin maintenance and repairs, immediately.”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “You were a total boss out there—be careful cleaning it up! We can junk it if it’s too dangerous.”

      Rigel was herding me along by using his sheer presence and closeness to get me to move. I resisted him just long enough to see Dusk and Dawn, the dryad brother and sister who ran my stables, trekking across the lawn and making their way to the night mares, glooms, and shades—who greeted them with an assortment of howls and screams.

      Good. Everyone is cared for, then.

      My teeth chattered as the icy wind cut through my thin shirt, and I scurried up the last few steps, dragging my staff with me and making a hasty retreat into the mansion.

      It wasn’t until I’d passed through the front foyer and wandered off in the direction of the staircase that I realized Rigel was the only one who’d followed me inside.
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      I planted my staff on the ground. “Hang on, Indigo can come with me instead of you,” I said.

      “Go to your room.”

      “I’m going, but I see no reason why you have to go with me.” I found the staircase I needed and started going up. I felt the weight of my staff immediately—lugging it up stairs wasn’t fun.

      Rigel tugged it from my grasp. I hesitated for a moment, then let him. Naturally, he carried it with one hand, as if it weighed nothing.

      “Although it hasn’t seemed to occur to anyone, there’s a possibility that another trap was set for you during the fight,” Rigel said.

      “What, and you want to protect me?” I glanced back at the assassin.

      “Obviously,” he said.

      “That’s rich. Now you care, do you?” I grumbled.

      “Since we were married I’ve cared about your security,” Rigel said.

      “Yeah, sure. Then where have you been for these last two months?”

      Rigel was silent, his expression blank and unreadable.

      I sighed as I climbed the last few stairs. “That’s what I thought.”

      Rigel followed me as I thumped down the hallway, heading for my bedroom.

      “Why does my prolonged absence bother you?” he asked. “You know I wasn’t responsible for the trap between our rooms. I left in the middle of the night. Chase said the trap activated in the morning after you’d already passed through into your room.”

      Chase! I mentally growled.

      Perhaps my director of security was a little too good at his job.

      I stormed past the display of teacups, each collected from a different country—seriously, I don’t get the fae’s obsession with tea—and darted around a giant crystal sculpture of a stylized crescent moon positioned in the center of the hallway. “I’m upset because you disappeared without telling me, didn’t send a message or anything, and then you were gone for two months!”

      “That hardly impacts you,” Rigel said. “I’ve never done much to help you with your workload, and you have the other monarchs enough under your thumb that I was not needed for intimidation purposes.”

      “Rigel, I didn’t know if you were alive or dead, or if you’d betrayed me and I now had to be worried about you coming to kill me,” I said. “Newsflash, that kind of thing is ‘upsetting!’”

      “During, yes, but I’m back now,” Rigel said with fae logic.

      “That doesn’t automatically fix everything!”

      “Why not?”

      I paused outside the door to my bedroom and turned to look at him, unable to believe his callousness.

      Fae are twisted—or is this on me? Because I was stupid enough to go and fall in love with him when he obviously sees our relationship as something way more shallow? And isn’t that what I promised him when we first got married?

      “You left me for two months,” I repeated.

      Rigel blinked. “And now I’m back—”

      “I know you’re back!” I snapped. “But you abandoned me, Rigel. Do you have any idea how much that hurts?”

      “No.” Rigel slightly tilted his head, making his silver hair glint in the artificial lighting—he was one of the few male fae who kept his hair cut short in more of a human style. “But I can see it has affected you.”

      Yeah, he totally doesn’t get why I’m upset. I’m an idiot for loving him.

      I sighed and opened my bedroom door, slowly slipping inside.

      “But Lady Chrysanthe has done far worse things to you—and now you count her as a friend.” Rigel followed me into my bedroom—of course—and leaned my staff against a wall.

      I rubbed my forehead, trying to lessen the headache I felt coming on. “It’s not the same thing.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I love you!” I yelled, the admission ripped from me. “And you abandoned me! I didn’t know if you were coming back, or why you’d left in the first place! I wanted to see you and talk to you, and you were gone.” I twisted around to shout directly at him.

      Naturally, his expression hadn’t changed. He was still unreadable. “There’s no need for a ruse right now—”

      I stalked across the room and grabbed my staff, wordlessly activating it—that was probably my favorite feature of the Original Creep’s staff—and tilted it in Rigel’s direction. “If you say my feelings are a lie, or a ruse, I’m going to get violent.”

      Rigel’s lips creased in a slight frown—which was expressive for him. “I don’t understand.”

      “Yeah, you don’t understand, because you—” I sighed, and all the fight in me left, leaving me weak in the knees. “It’s fine,” I said. “I know you don’t get it. It’s fine.” I leaned my staff on the wall again and shuffled off to the bathroom, zigzagging through the maze of dog beds and water bowls that littered my room.

      I flicked the bathroom light switch on and pulled the drapes across the window.

      “You love me?” Rigel said, directly behind me.

      I yelped in surprise—I hadn’t heard him follow me into the bathroom—and slapped my hand over my heart.

      His expression had changed again—though I couldn’t quite point out how. There was something strange about the light in his black eyes. When he was hiding how he felt they looked dead, but I’d seen hints of humor and maybe even something similar to affection. But now they were…I don’t know…unsure?

      “Yeah,” I said. “I love you.”

      He almost started to shake his head, but locked up. “Why?”

      “What do you mean, why?” I tiredly asked.

      “What do you gain by loving me?”

      “Nothing. That’s why I’m upset.” My headache—or maybe I should call it what it was, heartache—had sprouted roots and was starting to make my eyeballs throb with pain.

      Rigel watched me for several moments. “Get showered,” he said. “Indigo will destroy your shirt.” He soundlessly left the bathroom, and when I heard the click of my bedroom door opening and closing I was pretty sure it was only because he wanted to let me know he was gone.

      I shut the bathroom door and leaned against it.

      Wow. Wasn’t that what every girl dreams of when they tell a guy they love him? He questioned my feelings and then left without saying anything.

      I miserably glanced at my reflection in the giant bathroom mirror—seriously, my enormous bathroom had been my main solace when I was unwillingly crowned.

      “It’s not his fault he doesn’t love me,” I reminded myself. “This is on me. And it’s going to be fine.”

      I yanked off my long-sleeved shirt and tried to ignore the twisted sensation in my stomach that said I was never going to be fine again.
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      The next day I felt defeated and worn, but queens don’t get days off, so I dressed appropriately for the day. That morning I was supposed to meet with a bunch of nobles, so I was wearing a long-sleeved purplish-blue gown with dark blue netting that had white flowers embroidered into it—and put on an appropriately polite smile.

      My real feelings—my heartache over Rigel and my continued feud with Lord Linus—must have still leaked through, though, because in the early afternoon, Skye, Indigo, and Chrysanthe made their move.

      “My accountants have sorted through the nightmare of the USA tax code, and as a Court we should finally have all current information on our tax returns from here out,” I said. “But we are still working out a tax code that I will levy on the Night Court, and pay the US federal taxes from there.” The topic made me shiver in revulsion even though I was wearing a comfy warm cardigan over my dress.

      “Is it really necessary to uphold the federal taxes?” Lord Argyos asked.

      I didn’t know what he was doing at my mansion—I didn’t like the guy, and he’d once tried to strong arm me into marrying his son.

      “Yes,” I snarled. “It’s extremely necessary. You think we fae are bad about demanding prices for bargains? The IRS will clear us out like werewolves at an all you can eat buffet if we don’t get current with them.”

      “But we shouldn’t have to pay,” a fae lady complained. “In fact, they should pay us for deigning to live here!”

      You can’t kill them. It’s wrong, and also their heirs would probably be twice as whiny and ungrateful.

      “That’s not how it works,” I said with what I felt was an admirable amount of calmness.

      The doors to the sitting room we’d taken over for the meeting opened, and Indigo marched in.

      “If you’ll excuse the intrusion, Queen Leila, but the chef has finally finished the refreshments,” Indigo announced.

      I stared at her. “The what?”

      I didn’t call for any refreshments. I’m not feeding these guys unless absolutely necessary. They eat enough to ruin the mansion’s monthly grocery budget!

      “I’m preparing to serve tea in a separate sitting room that everyone might relax and take a moment of solace.” The lenses of Indigo’s cat eye glasses gleamed as she stepped to the side and gestured to the open door. “If you would follow me.”

      The lords and ladies practically leaped to their feet—their relief obvious.

      “Yes, we would enjoy taking tea with Queen Leila,” one lord said.

      “Queen Leila won’t be joining you,” Indigo said—making me almost flop over in relief.

      Some things are worth breaking grocery budgets for.

      “But then we couldn’t possibly leave,” Lord Argyos weaseled. “It wouldn’t be proper.”

      “I’m certain Queen Leila wishes for you to partake in the peace a moment of tea will bring,” Indigo said truthfully—because I totally would get behind the idea if it meant I didn’t have to be with them for a few minutes!

      Unfortunately, my mulish lords and ladies exchanged stubborn looks, and for a moment I worried I’d have to be dragged along.

      It was then that Chrysanthe stormed into the room, her blond hair coiled in a sensible braid, and wearing jeans—shocking!—and a warm sweater. “That’s it, everyone out!” she snarled at the group. “And that means you, too, Lady Hestia. And I saw you pocket that porcelain moon figurine, Lord Argyos—put it back, now, or I’ll call the Director of Security to have a chat with you! Go on, off with you!”

      Chrysanthe bossily shoved everyone from the room with the efficiency of a herding dog, and I heard her barking at them down the hallway.

      “Indigo? What’s going on?” I asked.

      Indigo winked. “We thought you might need a break. Skye will be here shortly—enjoy!” She was gone before I could ask any more questions.

      I leaned back in my chair and almost rubbed my eyes before I remembered the eye makeup Indigo had carefully applied on me that morning and caught myself.

      The tap of heels outside the door made me look up just in time to see Skye carrying a wooden tray.

      “Hey, Skye.”

      “Good afternoon, Queen Leila.”

      Skye set the tray down in front of me, and I was not surprised to see a small pot of tea along with a teacup, until I saw the to go cup and caught a whiff of the heavenly scent of coffee.

      “Is that…is that coffee?” I snapped to an upright position and stared at the cup.

      “Azure made a run to King’s Court Café for you,” Skye said.

      I snatched up the drink and took a swig—it was a peppermint mocha, one of my favorite coffee drinks to imbibe during January. Rhonda, the café owner, must have picked it out—she knew what I liked.

      “Thank you.” I shut my eyes. “This is heaven.”

      “Indigo was the one who made the arrangement for a break,” Skye said. “Chrysanthe embraced it, though. She is the one who will be telling the lords and ladies your schedule has changed and you won’t be able to finish your meetings.”

      I cracked an eye open. “Why?”

      Skye poured herself a cup of tea. Watching her move the teapot and her teacup was like observing an art form. “Because,” she said. “You are exhausted. The last thing you need today is to deal with the nobles who try your patience on a good day.”

      “You could tell?” I asked.

      “My Sovereign.” Skye glanced at me, her eyebrows pulling together. “Yesterday you were attacked by spiders and your missing consort reappeared. Anyone else would have refused to leave their bed this morning after those kinds of experiences.”

      I laughed a little. “You’re too good for me.”

      Skye smiled as she nudged a tray of heart shaped cookies covered with thick red frosting toward me. “Made by Indigo,” Skye said. “Although it is not yet February, she said something about getting ready for Valentine’s Day.”

      We sat in silence—Skye elegantly sipping her tea and me guzzling my peppermint mocha with glee.

      It was nice to have silence after all the talking and prattling of my nobles, but when I was on my second cookie and Skye set her teacup down with a kind of finality, I happily broke the silence. “What are you thinking?” I asked.

      “I wanted to ask if you are feeling any better, or if there is any way for Indigo, Chrysanthe, or myself to help you,” Skye said.

      I shrugged. “It’s not like you can change Linus so he’s not such a bozo, or make Rigel magically grow emotional intelligence.”

      “You are troubled by Lord Linus?”

      “Mom practically ordered me to talk to him—she says I don’t understand the whole story of why he left us.” I wiped my fingers off on my napkin. “I don’t know that I can stomach listening to him make excuses.”

      “He might surprise you and tell you everything,” Skye said.

      “Lord Linus—the guy who acts like his entire diet consists of Froot Loops? Not likely.”

      Skye pressed her lips together.

      “You think I should give him the chance?” I guessed. “What has he done to win you over?”

      “There isn’t anything in particular that Lord Linus has done—or not done,” Skye said. “It’s…I think…” She stared at her teacup for several long moments.

      I drank the last of my mocha as I waited for her response—if I said anything she might not continue, and I valued what Skye had to say as both my steward and my friend.

      “I have very few memories of my father,” Skye abruptly said. “He died when I was very little. I cried a lot after he died and my mother—a fae noble—and I moved into her father’s household, where I was raised as a fae.”

      She crossed her legs at the ankles and straightened her slacks. “I don’t remember much about him. He was Thai American, and he called me Malee. He had no surviving family besides my mother and me. I never had a way to learn more about him. I wish I did. There were so many times when I felt my humanity—which my mother couldn’t understand, even though she loves me dearly—and I wanted someone to talk to.”

      Skye raised her dark brown eyes. “You still have the opportunity with Lord Linus. I know his actions hurt you. But I don’t think he’d stand with you today if he was as selfish as he appears to be.”

      I shrank in my chair—feeling the sharp stab of guilt knife through me.

      “You’re right.” I tried to smile. “I should talk to him. It’d be different if he used me or was abusive in any way. But while he has the mental stability of a juice box, he hasn’t done anything to hurt me since he arrived—unless I ask him stupid questions,” I added.

      I’d once asked him if he was sorry he missed my childhood. Wow had I regretted that when he’d told me, stone faced, that he didn’t.

      “Your mother would never suggest something that would hurt you,” Skye said. “I imagine there must be more to Lord Linus’s disappearance from your life than you believe.”

      I puffed out my cheeks when I exhaled. “I’ll find the time to talk to him.”

      “I know the prospect might be scary, given that his words have the power to hurt you,” Skye said. “But he’s stepped in to protect you several times. I don’t think he would be purposely cruel to you.”

      “Yeah. He’s got something sketchy going on anyway—Chase sniffed through all his records and hasn’t found any kind of debt—gambling or otherwise. I should stop tip toeing around him and clear the air.”

      Skye finally picked her teacup up. “I hope it helps.”

      I made a noise in the back of my throat as I looked past her, to the glass tea set on display on a sideboard.

      It used to be out in the stables, but I’d put my foot down and said no tea sets out there—I didn’t want the glooms or shades knocking them over when they played together and potentially hurting themselves.

      I stared at the tea set, feeling more than a little confused.

      Why on earth does every room in my mansion have a tea set as a decoration? And I know there must be a bunch in storage, because they change!

      “Skye, why are the fae obsessed with tea?” I asked.

      Skye poured fresh tea into her cup. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s one thing to like drinking tea, it’s another to turn tea implements into interior decorations. There are bushes outside trimmed to look like teapots. Why?”

      “It’s long been a cultural practice for fae—it was taught to us by the elves,” Skye said.

      “Yeah, and yet I don’t see any elvish magic artifacts sculpted into trees out back,” I said. “There’s something more to it than that—something cultural because I totally don’t get it.”

      Skye set her teacup down on its saucer with a quiet clack and pursed her lips in thought. “I see. Give me a moment, and I’ll see if I can put it into words.”

      I chose a third cookie and devoured it while Skye carefully traced the rim of her cup.

      Several minutes passed, before she spoke again. “I believe you’re right—our love of tea is cultural,” Skye said. “It’s one of the few things that we’ve openly adapted from human society—we’ve greatly enlarged the flavors and methods of making tea since the elves first taught us, and many of those methods were pioneered by humans.”

      “Which must mean there’s something special about it, if fae are willing to stoop to copying humans,” I said. “Unless fae just copied them out of desperation—because it let them project an image, like the way they wear different clothes?”

      “No.” Skye shook her head. “Not at all. Tea, to a fae, is sacred, because it’s one of the few true moments of peace we have.”

      I hunched my shoulders. “Peace?”

      “Yes. There’s an art to it. The drink is soothing and warm—something fae are not known for. And in drinking tea, there is no room for politics or war. It’s about appreciating the drink, and the beauty of the stoneware or tea set used. It’s perhaps the only occasion in which we are not attempting to one up each other. Fae are desperate to hold on to that fleeting peace.”

      I was starting to feel the prickles of guilt.

      I got peace in riding my night mares and playing with my glooms or shades, or in going to King’s Court Café, or calling Mom and Dad. There were a million things I could do for fun as someone who had grown up human.

      But no one else in my Court could do stuff like that. To them, life was a chessboard, and everything they did was a political statement.

      Is that why they’ve been happily accepting the other human forms of entertainment I’ve tried introducing them to? Like mini golfing and movie theaters? Because that also provides a break for them?

      “Of course, tea doesn’t bar verbal barbs or insults,” Skye said. “But it’s as close as we can get to being content. At least it was, before you. There’s been a distinct shift in the Courts—in more ways than one.”

      Thinking of the ruined Night Realm, I grimaced. “At least we’re seeing some change.”

      “Changing the culture of the Court is the hardest thing you can face,” Skye said. “And influencing the other monarchs—as you already have—would have been what most would have considered an impossible task. You have accomplished so much. You need to celebrate it.”

      “You’re right—again, like you always are.” I grinned at her.

      Skye raised an eyebrow. “I’d like to challenge you to remember that the next time you hatch a harebrained scheme that I advise against.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, okay, I deserved that.”

      Skye primly sipped her tea, but when she set her cup down, her expression was contemplative. “Is there anything I can do to ease your worries with the Night Realm?”

      “How’d you know that’s what I was thinking of?”

      “It’s the only thing that gives you a troubled expression these days—which is frankly worrying given that there are ongoing attempts on your life.” She reproachfully eyed me.

      I smirked and rubbed the side of my to go cup. “I’d actually appreciate your help—but I don’t want to overload you. You already work crazy hours.”

      “Then tell me as your friend, not your employee,” Skye said.
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      I almost teared up at that—I really loved Skye, Indigo, and Chrysanthe, but Skye was a little less forward with her emotions than the other two, so her declaration of our friendship was pretty rare. “Okay. In that case, would you help me look up books and resources about previous monarchs of the Night Realm, and anything that might talk about the magic used by the monarchs? I’m looking for anything that might be a hint—if I’m supposed to do something special to make the realm change, or to supplement the failing wards.”

      I paused, then added, “I feel like I’m flying blind. There’s been a few times the Paragon says stuff, and I have no idea what he’s talking about. Like a connection to the realm? What is up with that?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know, either,” Skye said. “My mother has talked about it before, but as half fae, I was never required to visit the realm to strengthen myself.”

      “Yeah, same here. That’s where I’m thinking I’m missing something vital, and I don’t know because I’m not even aware it’s a thing!”

      Skye tapped her lower lip. “I suppose it’s understandable—you weren’t raised as a fae. There must be some things that have been lost in translation.” She nodded decisively. “Very well, I’ll do it. I’ll search out any books containing information on monarchs and their magic. I’m afraid a scatter-shot approach will be best, in this case, which unfortunately means there will be a lot of books and information to sort through.”

      I waved her concern off. “I’d rather take the wide approach and go through more books than necessary than miss something important. If I can find anything useful, it’s probably just going to be a glancing reference. Besides, since it’s probably going to be pretty dry reading, I’ll use it to put me to sleep before bedtime,” I joked.

      Skye didn’t laugh. Instead, wrinkles spread across her forehead. “You already overwork yourself, Leila. I don’t want this to add to your burden…”

      “Don’t worry.” I made a face. “I’m pretty sure my lack of patience is going to keep me from working too hard. I’ll only be able to last a few minutes reading about all the puffed-up monarchs before I get annoyed and have to quit.”

      Skye visibly relaxed. “That is certainly true. Very well, then. I’ll begin gathering a stack and put it in your personal study.”

      I leaned back in my chair. “Thanks, Skye. I’m lucky to have you as a friend.”

      Skye’s smile was sweet and as genuine as a real diamond. “I will always support you, Leila—and I’m happy to help however I can.”
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        * * *

      

      I started watching for the opportunity to act on Skye’s wisdom and my mom’s advice—or, let’s call it what it really was, order—and talk to Lord Linus.

      Even after my conversation with Skye, I was dreading the talk and what he’d tell me. But Skye was right. If Mom thought I needed to talk to him, I probably did.

      And if he was a total jerk about the whole thing, I could always tell Chase to use him as a practice target for the training sessions he held for the guards.

      That was why I didn’t resist too much when Lord Linus insisted on joining Indigo and me the following day when we went to a business meeting with some brownies—including Indigo’s mother.

      “You want my help in establishing a brownie-run store in downtown Magiford?” I repeated, confirming the main point I’d garnered from the excited talk of the eight plus brownies who had me surrounded.

      Indigo’s mother—their spokesperson—nodded. “We’ve been getting orders for wedding and birthday cakes ever since the fall market. We’d like to establish a legitimate business. But while we believe we have the funds, we don’t know how to go about getting the appropriate human approval.”

      I surveyed the entrepreneurial crew. “Okay…I’m not sure if I know much about that either, but I’m sure the Curia Cloisters would be delighted to help you.”

      Actually, I wasn’t sure at all.

      The Curia Cloisters typically tried to keep a very non-magical front with humans. Most supernatural owned businesses were for supernaturals only—at least things like restaurants typically were.

      I was vaguely aware that werewolves tended to be more entrepreneurial, but they typically took over a city within their territory. Chase had told me once his Northern Lakes Pack had made their city a tourist destination.

      And, yeah, there were a lot of fae models, and wizards were sometimes hired for help with natural disaster relief and similar things, but none of the stores in downtown Magiford were owned by supernaturals. Probably because the Curia Cloisters had a stranglehold on the kind of image they wanted to project—like the fall market the brownies had mentioned.

      But, hey, I was the Queen of the Night Court and the fae representative on the Regional Committee of Magic. I could throw around my political weight a little bit for something that would benefit both supernaturals and humans.

      I wasn’t convinced the stark separation between us was really the best plan—but then again as a half fae half human, I naturally straddled the two worlds.

      The brownies—ignorant to my plotting—beamed at one another and clapped.

      “Oh, thank you, Queen Leila!” one brownie with brown-blond hair squeaked.

      “We cannot ever express our gratitude enough!” A male brownie doffed his cap at me.

      “It’s a little early for thanks,” I said. “Before we really check in with the Curia Cloisters you’ll want to have some things ready. I know you mentioned you think you have the funds—you’ll want clear records of that. But you’ll also need a business plan that will describe the kind of store you want to open. I assume you’re aiming for a bakery?”

      “Partially, yes,” Indigo’s mom confirmed. “But we’re aware there are already several other bakeries in downtown Magiford. Since we’ll need a commercial grade kitchen for our baking anyway, we thought we could also serve specialized fae teas—none of the other cafes focus on tea, so we’d be hitting a different target market.”

      That’s smart—doubling down on the fae aspect of the bakery will make it stand out. And the tea especially makes sense given what Skye told me about it—it means they’ll be popular with fae, too.

      “Wow,” I said. “It sounds like you guys already researched everything you need to.”

      “Yes, my Sovereign.” Indigo’s mom bowed to me. “We wouldn’t want to waste your time with foolish fantasies.”

      “In that case I’ll get in touch with the Curia Cloisters and make an appointment for you.”

      “Oh, thank you, Queen Leila!”

      “Yes, thank you!”

      I was mobbed with another round of thank yous.

      Just before it got too overwhelming, Indigo shouted above them, “Why don’t you give Queen Leila some samples of what baked goods you intend to sell?”

      “Oh, yes, we should!”

      “Absolutely—we ought to!”

      “I’ll get the tarts!”

      “I’ll fetch the donuts and whip up a chocolate frosting!”

      “And I’ll get a pot of tea going!”

      “We shall be back shortly, Queen Leila!”

      The brownies stormed from the sitting room, sweeping a squawking Indigo off with them.

      I exhaled deeply enough to stir a few strands of my black hair, and awkwardly climbed out of the low seated red velvet armchair the brownies had pushed me into when I arrived.

      The room they’d brought me to was the kind of storybook fairy parlor you see in dollhouses.

      There was a rustic stone fireplace, the walls were made of spotless white plaster, except for the moss that was growing up one wall. The furniture was brownie sized—small and low to the ground—and the little end table positioned near my chair was a slab of a cut tree trunk. A giant rug of a black and white cat covered most of the wooden floor and was worn but clean. A vase of fresh flowers sat on the sill of a circular window, and dried herbs and flowers hung from the ceiling rafters.

      Lord Linus had remained behind with me, which meant it was just the two of us in the cozy living room.

      I nodded awkwardly to him, peered out the window at a miniature windmill covered in a light dusting of snow, and then turned to face the fireplace.

      I was congratulating myself for the successful distraction.

      I hadn’t seen Rigel once since I’d told him that I loved him two days ago. I only knew he was still around because I saw the crack of light from under the door between our rooms.

      Isn’t that just fantastic? I freaked him out so badly when I said I loved him that now he isn’t talking to me. That’s got to be a first for fae-dom.

      “How did you know?” Lord Linus asked, jarring me from my thoughts.

      Confused, I furrowed my eyebrows. “Huh?”

      Lord Linus sauntered up to me and gazed up at the painting—a glade in the fae realm, I think—hung over the fireplace. “How did you know they’d need a business plan?”

      “Oh.” I shifted uncomfortably. “I majored in communications in college. We covered topics from marketing and PR to stuff with more of a journalism focus. I did a few weeks’ stint in Magiford City Hall for one of the PR courses.”

      “I see.” Lord Linus grinned at me. “That’s my daughter—wonderful in unexpected ways!”

      I stared at him for a moment, Mom’s advice/instructions weighing on my mind. I glanced back at the living room entrance, but while I could hear pots and pans banging and laughter ambling down the hallway, it didn’t seem like the brownies were very likely to come back any time soon.

      “If I’m so wonderful, why didn’t you bother trying to see me when I was a kid?” I asked. “Why did you leave?”

      Lord Linus lost his playful expression. “It’s complicated.”

      I propped one arm up on my hip. “Try me.”

      Lord Linus stared at the painting and was silent.

      I started to turn away—both smug and disappointed that I’d been right about him—when he unexpectedly spoke.

      “I left because a night mare showed up on the front lawn of our house.”

      I froze midstep. “…what?”

      “About twenty years ago, when you were a toddler, the night mares were set loose to choose the next Night Court monarch,” Lord Linus said. “One of them came to me.”

      I stared, not knowing what to say.

      A night mare? Really?

      Thankfully, he continued. “A single night mare doesn’t make you a monarch—you need two of them for an official selection to be made. But it does mark you as a candidate, and once you’ve been marked, your future is set in stone. You’ll be dragged into fae politics, no matter what, because the night mares only approach the strong.”

      He glanced at me, his purple-blue eyes as dark as night. “I knew that would be a disaster for you and Bethany—your mother. If I was made king it’d spell certain death for both of you, but even if I was only a candidate it would become public knowledge that I had a human wife and a half fae child. Everyone would know you two would be my weak point, and they’d never stop coming for you. So I ran.”

      I sat back down in the short, red armchair, my knees hitched up higher than my seat. “But…Mom said you couldn’t run from the night mares.”

      “Not when you’ve been bound to the Court like you were,” Lord Linus dryly said. “Or even once two appear and confirm you as the next ruler. But since there was only one, it was easy enough to shake it off. The day after it arrived I boarded a plane to Europe. It wasn’t able to follow me.”

      I frowned. “And we couldn’t come with you?”

      Lord Linus shook his head. “I needed to give off the impression that neither of you were important to me—or you’d still be in danger.”

      I let my head tilt back on my neck and stared up at the dried sunflower that hung directly over me.

      Lord Linus was a monarch candidate? I can’t believe it—but he can’t lie. It’s just…I never expected…

      The talk I had with Chase about Lord Linus suddenly made more sense. “You aren’t in debt, are you?” I asked.

      Silence stretched on for a few tense moments.

      “No.”

      I sat up in my chair. “Do you even gamble?”

      “For show,” Lord Linus said. “It’s an easy way to make others assume I’m daft. If I put on a spectacle I can make them believe what I want them to believe. They’ll never notice when I’ve got a knife to their back.”

      It explains how he can be skilled with magic, and why he occasionally seems competent.

      “Why didn’t you tell me, or Chase?” I asked.

      Lord Linus released a bark of laughter. “You were expecting a loser for a biological father. If I’d swept in as anything else, you would have been even angrier, and never let me near you. I’ve never minded acting the idiot if it meant I could keep you safe. And Chase…” Lord Linus pushed his hands in the pockets of his slacks. “I think he knew straight away I wasn’t the fool I pretended to be. But since my goal is the same as his—to keep you safe—he didn’t much care.”

      “But I still don’t get why,” I said. “Why didn’t you take the crown and become king? You would have had the power to keep us safe!”

      “Do you really believe that?” Lord Linus’s eyes flashed with ice, and I could see the merciless fae that hid beneath his idiot act. “After everything you’ve lived through? After knowing how King Birch has fought so hard to keep his own consort alive that he’s resorted to hiding the existence of his child? You had to tell us of the kid’s existence when you were preparing your argument to be made the fae rep—his own Court doesn’t know.”

      He was right—Birch was so paranoid about Flora that he tried all of her food before she ate because she’d been poisoned multiple times. I only found out about his kid because Birch talked about it after he drank tea that was charmed to make him spill his guts.

      “But that’s the Summer Court. The Night Court…” I trailed off as I remembered the time I’d almost been killed by a spelled cannoli, back when my Court had hated me.

      “I chose your safety over my dream of living with you and Bethany and loving you both for the rest of my life,” Lord Linus said. “It’s a choice I’ll never regret.”

      That’s why he said he doesn’t regret missing my childhood…

      It made sense, but it still felt wrong. It didn’t have to be that way!

      “But you could have changed things in the Court,” I said. “Just like I did.”

      Lord Linus shifted, pointing his body away from me. “No, Leila, I couldn’t have. Your mother and I fought about it all night before I left—she thought I should have stayed, too. But the truth of it is I’m not as strong as you are. I couldn’t fathom a future where the fae didn’t backstab one another. I didn’t think it was possible to lead the Court in any way besides fear.” He looked at me out of the corner of his eyes. “I could never do what you’ve done.”

      “Knowing how good you are at magic? I don’t believe that.”

      He shrugged. “Then I took the coward’s way out—the easy path. But to me, it was the only way I could assure you and your mom survived. And that has always been my greatest priority.”

      I drummed my fingers on the armchair.

      Mom was right, this changed a lot.

      I didn’t agree with all of Lord Linus’s decisions—he could have fought for us, maybe he at least could have dropped in every once in a while, so I didn’t think my biological dad was a total loser—but I understood them.

      “If I’d known that wretched Court was going to drag you in and make you queen one day I might have done a few things differently,” Lord Linus said. “Mainly I would have gotten you out of America while you were young, and far away from that festering place. The whole point of everything I’d done was to keep you away from the fae. I nearly lost it when I realized you’d been shoved into an even worse situation. And Bethany knew and waited to tell me until you were already bound and living among the fae!”

      That jolted me from my thoughts. “Wait, Mom knew what the night mares were?”

      “Of course!” Lord Linus scowled at me. “We had one of them eating the grass on our front lawn up until I left for the airport! She knew the exact laws for inheriting the Night Court!”

      And she didn’t warn me?

      I paused. If she had…I would have run. Just like Lord Linus. The thought made me frown.

      I’d come to love my crazy Court—from Skye and Indigo, to the common fae who embraced the changes I’d made, even the sneery nobles who totally pretended they didn’t like humans even though I’d gotten a Christmas card from the movie theater I’d taken my Court to last fall because apparently so many of the fae were coming to the daytime matinees they were selling out showings on a daily basis.

      And while I still hated some parts of my job—fae wordsmithing was the worst, and there were still a ton of people I’d like to punch in the throat if given the chance—I knew life was slowly improving for the Night Court.

      My people were happier—I could see it among my staff, and even in situations like the brownies wanting to open a store.

      Lord Linus watched me warily from across the room.

      “You still could have told me,” I said. “You’ve been my advisor for months.”

      Lord Linus uncomfortably rocked back on his heels. “I hurt you plenty, Leila. I don’t deserve your forgiveness. It just hadn’t occurred to me that you deserved an explanation.”

      I struggled out of the low chair again, not knowing what to think—or how to feel.

      This was never a possibility I’d entertained. Ever! Lord Linus was almost the Night Monarch? Is that why the night mares, shades, and glooms were always chill with him?

      “Thank you for telling me everything,” I said.

      Lord Linus slightly bowed to me.

      I didn’t know what to say—I needed time to think. When I heard the light footsteps of the brownies trundling down the hallway, I almost slumped with relief.

      “Here we go!” Indigo’s mom skipped into the sitting room, carrying a wooden tray piled high with freshly frosted donuts. “We’ll bring some tea for you—Lord Linus—and we’ve got some hot chocolate for you, Queen Leila. Indigo reminded us you don’t much care for tea.”

      My smile felt painful—her thoughtfulness was extra warming given my already lowered emotional barriers. “Thank you.”

      “It’s our honor, Queen Leila. We can’t thank you enough—for all you’ve done. And as a mother, I can’t tell you how happy I am that you chose my Indigo. She’s happier, now.”

      “Mooom,” Indigo complained, dragging out the title as she thumped through the doorway. “You’re embarrassing me!”

      Her mother laughed. “That comes with the job of mother, my dear. Now give Queen Leila her hot chocolate—it’s a new recipe, and I’d like to hear what you think of it!”
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      Cloaking myself in the endless shadows of the Night Realm was easy—the place was an assassin’s dream with its constant nightfall. I should have been undetectable as I stalked through the palace, checking for signs of intruders.

      But that gloom!

      One of Leila’s pets was following behind me, bounding to keep up. It stopped every once in a while to bat at a tattered curtain or to chase one of the mangy trash griffins that lived in the crumbling edifice.

      I recognized the gloom—it was Muffin, the female that had made Leila’s room her new home and liked to turn on my shower whenever she wanted a drink of water.

      I glanced back at the cat—who was fishing a paw under a collapsed bench—and stepped into the shadows, cloaking myself.

      When Muffin finished with her game she pulled her head out from under the bench—her face covered in dust and cobwebs hanging from her ears. She looked around the room—we were in the remains of the kitchen—then trotted out, heading down the hall.

      Finally. At least I haven’t completely lost my touch.

      I checked to make certain my gun and sword were in proper place on my belt before I left the kitchens, heading outside.

      Chase hadn’t found any signs of attacks or intruders since the spiders, but I wasn’t going to risk it. I knew what we were up against.

      Mentally, it felt like I ran into a wall, unable to even think very much about my geas.

      I ground my teeth as I stuck to the shadow of the building, avoiding the silver patches of moonlight. I didn’t like that the geas had such control of me, and it made me furious that I couldn’t tell anyone what I’d learned.

      If I could explain it to Leila, would she not feel hurt, then?

      Somehow I didn’t think so. But at least then she’d understand that I left for her, and I’d been thinking of her in my own way.

      Thinking of Leila brought in the confusing muddle of…her.

      She said she loved me?

      Given her reaction I believed her, but…why? I was an assassin, stained beyond redemption. She was the queen who had saved her Court and was single handedly changing fae-dom.

      When I had agreed to marry her it had been because I was afraid she’d destroy the Night Court with her zealous attitude. But she’d united it, and gotten the regional monarchs to agree to make her the fae representative.

      She’d accomplished in six months what I didn’t think would ever be possible. She’d destroyed the games of power and politics that had driven fae into bloodshed for years.

      Well. Mostly.

      The other Courts had problems of their own. But as the Night Court continued to excel, I imagined the other Courts would adopt a similar attitude out of sheer competitiveness.

      The biggest concern, now, was getting Leila to survive long enough to see that dream of hers come to fruition.

      And I’ve done little to help her. Even if she is misguided enough to love me, I don’t deserve it.

      I heard tiny wingbeats from the sky and I paused, watching a trash griffin bank and land on the head of a dragon statue that was so worn it was almost impossible to tell what it was.

      The little beast had a chunk of hotdog bun in its mouth—I personally suspected the garbage griffins were capable of traveling between realms, because it certainly didn’t find that here in the Night Realm—that it devoured almost instantly.

      It bobbed its head a few times when it finished, then promptly threw up its meal after its very obvious greed.

      What a charming creature.

      I quietly picked my way around a few skeletal shrubs that looked like they had once been pruned in a spiral shape, passing a few busted windows of the front parlor.

      I needed to figure out what to do about Leila’s…feelings.

      It wasn’t like I could take her hand and be a king—it was too late to redeem me like that.

      But how could I tell her without making her cry again? It’d been horrible to see her cry—like seeing a pegasus with broken wings. Knowing I had caused it had been one of the worst realizations of my life.

      It’s Leila. She’d never understand that it’s too late for me.

      I stopped to study a footprint left in the dust, but based on the tread, it appeared to be a bootprint from the guards Chase sent through the Night Realm occasionally.

      I took a photo of it with my cellphone just in case, then moved on.

      It seems like the only course of action is to carry on protecting her.

      Leila was loyal to a fault. She wasn’t likely to fall out of love with me…but I couldn’t let her in. I could ruin what everyone in my Court had come to treasure.

      Am I even capable of love? I highly doubt it.

      I’d experienced a peace with Leila that I’d never known before—in the quiet moments when she was tucked against me, sleeping so deeply she almost snored. I’d have to be blind not to recognize how beautiful she was with her expressive purple eyes, silken black hair, and gorgeous smile, but I’d never been moved much by beauty before. I was aware she was perhaps the first person in my life, however, who incited unexpected laughter. Whether it was in the blunt way she expressed a near constant desire to maim the Autumn King, or complaining about admittedly useless fae traditions.

      I’ve treasured her for that. But protecting her is the best I can do. Love is beyond my reach. I can’t trust like that—I can’t give like that.

      But I would keep protecting her. And I’d do my best to limit any pain I might cause Leila.

      It was the best way.

      I paused when I heard screaming from inside the palace—like a goblin getting the air throttled from it, but more mournful.

      The gloom.

      I debated with myself for a moment or two—it wasn’t my pet. But Leila adored her animals.

      I gave in, whistling sharply before calling. “Muffin—I’m around in front.”

      The sad cries instantly silenced—though I heard some banging as the gloom most likely knocked something over.

      I gave myself the luxury of exhaling a little sharper than usual.

      In less than a minute, Muffin jumped through a broken front window. She ran up to me and rubbed against my legs, streaking my pants with cobwebs and dust as she purred.

      I stroked her head once, then headed for the backside of the castle, the cat chasing after me.

      Regardless of everything, I’m glad I’m back.

      It had taken two months of missing Leila, but I finally figured out what made me crave her voice.

      It seemed like a bad joke because now—with all that had happened—I knew. She sounded like hope.
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      In the first week of February, I decided to pay a visit to my favorite coffee shop, King’s Court Café, which was in downtown Magiford, just a block off Main Street.

      I had a lot to do for the day, so it needed to be a quick in and out. I was planning to take Steve—my female shade with adorable gray paws—and Whiskers—a male gloom who had a purr so big it could turn your hands numb if you petted him long enough—and see which of my night mares felt like plunking me into downtown Magiford.

      I stopped to tell Chase, though—I tried to be a good employer and not give the werewolf too many heart attacks, which meant telling him when I was leaving, even if it was just for five minutes.

      “Chase!” I hurried around the outer wall of the mansion, trying to catch up to my director of security as he made his morning rounds.

      Behind me Solstice’s hooves made loud clip-clops on the shoveled driveway, and a grumpy Whiskers and amused Steve made more noise than usual as they thumped down the sidewalk after me.

      “Chase, I’m heading out for a few minutes!” I called before I made it around the corner. “Gonna go to King’s Court, okay?” I poked my head around the wall and almost sucked it back just as quickly when I saw Rigel was accompanying Chase on this frosty morning.

      “Very well.” Chase adjusted his light jacket—no judging here, as a werewolf he was practically a furnace and ran hotter than a wizard. “I take it Solstice will transport you?”

      I peeled my gaze from Rigel and did my best to sound light hearted and unconcerned and totally not like a girl who’d blurted out a confession that had been pretty much avoided. “Yep!” I said.

      Rigel narrowed his black eyes. “What are Steve and Whiskers wearing?”

      “Huh?” I looked down at the pair.

      Both had their collars and leashes that they wore whenever we went to the café, as well as black boots—which was probably what Rigel was referring to.

      “Oh. The city majorly salts their sidewalks—and not with the kind that’s pet friendly. They wear boots to keep from getting it all over their paws.” Whiskers unhappily whacked one of his bootie covered paws on my kneecap.

      Steve didn’t seem to mind wearing hers. She happily tapped her way to Chase for a head scratch.

      “I can’t tell you what a pain it was to get boots big enough for their enormous paws,” I said. “I had to special order them. But it’s worth it—their paws are one of the few healthy things about them since they still have gross fur, are too skinny, and I haven’t been able to trace a medical reason for why the glooms pant like dogs. And they only have to wear them when we’re visiting the café. The Curia Cloisters have to use pet-friendly salt because of all the shifters that visit in their animal forms.”

      Rigel watched Steve tap dance her way back to me, but Chase nodded in support.

      I awkwardly cleared my throat. “Okay. Well, I’m going to go, then. Since it’s a quick run I don’t need any guards, and I’ll let you know when I get back—”

      “I’m coming with,” Rigel said.

      Prancing ponies, noooo. That’ll make my fun coffee run awkward!

      “Oh, you really don’t have to,” I said.

      Rigel stared at me. “Are you going to pass on an opportunity to convert me to the side of coffee?”

      He had a point. My staff acted like coffee was on par with black magic, and the mansion chef swooned whenever I asked if I could get a coffee maker.

      Yeah. Being Queen of the Night Court brought me soooo much power.

      I was going to have to buy one in secret and hide it in my room if I didn’t convince them I needed it pretty soon.

      I’d always joked with Rigel that if I could win him over, everyone would be too scared of him to keep up the coffee ban. Bringing up the joke made me cautiously optimistic that even if Rigel was shocked by my confession of love, he was going to let the whole thing pass and act like nothing happened.

      Which, I could live with. Obviously not the ideal outcome, but whatever. I was married to the guy, for cryin’ out loud. If things stayed awkward between us that was going to make for a pretty awkward life.

      “About how close am I to convincing you to convert?” I cautiously asked.

      “Not at all,” Rigel said. “But I will admit to enjoying the drinks I’ve gotten.”

      “It’s a start. Okay—Solstice will open a portal for us and wait in the parking lot until we’re done. Bye, Chase.”

      Chase waved us off and continued with his morning rounds as Rigel peeled off and joined me as I made my way back around the mansion, aiming for the front loop in the driveway where it would be easier for Solstice to open a portal.

      Our silence was a little more awkward than companionable like it used to be, but oh well. I still hadn’t forgiven him for leaving for two months. Though after talking with Lord Linus, I had to wonder if Rigel had disappeared for a reason.

      I glanced nervously at Rigel when we reached the driveway.

      I hope Rhonda doesn’t make a big deal out of him coming again since she’s been asking about him.

      Rhonda owned King’s Court Café, which I’d come to love when I’d stop in the years bygone as a mere college student. Which was technically less than a year ago, but I was pretty sure I’d aged a century since then.

      “Solstice, if you would please?”

      The big gelding shoved his muzzle under the knit cap I was wearing and breathed in my ear—tickling me—then shifted to face the driveway.

      I felt Solstice use his magic—which wasn’t at all like wispy fae magic, but something distantly radiant—and a buzzing hum filled the air before a stone archway and metal gate assembled in front of us.

      The gate swung open, revealing a misty black interior.

      It looked sketchy, but I’d been through the night mares’ portals so many times I casually shuffled through it without thinking.

      Swirls of blue and purple streaked around me, and I saw the glitter of stars before I popped out in a dry field by the dumpy castle in the Night Realm.

      The moon—which always hung in the sky here—was bright, and even though it was dark, it was way warmer than the winter air we’d left behind.

      I stomped my feet, getting snow off my ankle high boots, and adjusted my favorite black leather jacket that I’d slipped my new wool coat over for warmth.

      As queen I wore a lot of dresses. They were gorgeous and pretty and comfortable, but there was something freeing about wearing a regular jacket and jeans that felt fantastic.

      Steve and Whiskers popped out of the portal—Whiskers stopped at my side. He tapped his boot-covered-paw on my thigh and wailed like a goblin getting trampled by one of the night mares.

      I was going to scratch his chin, but one of the trash griffins—tiny griffins with the head and chest of a pigeon and the body of a raccoon—zoomed past, nearly smacking into my head. Rigel and then Solstice popped out of the portal just in time to see me duck when it made another pass.

      Thinking hard about King’s Court Café—that was the only way Solstice would be able to open a gate that would dump us out right there—I smiled at the night mare. “Okay, Solstice. Let’s get out of here—I think this griffin is crazy.”

      Solstice collapsed the previous gate and raised a new one.

      I adjusted my hold on Steve’s and Whiskers’ leashes and then stepped through, experiencing the same beauty as I had in the first gate before I emerged into the freezing cold January air.

      The wind ripped across the parking lot, making me shriek a little as it cut straight through my double jackets, and my hat and gloves. “Holy heated horse buckets, that is cold! Solstice, you can stay in the Night Realm while you wait for us.”

      Solstice, having emerged the same time as Steve and Whiskers, gave me a look before he clip-clopped his way down the sidewalk, heading for the café’s drive through.

      What the heck is he doing?

      I clutched the leashes and jumped to the side to let Rigel through the portal. As soon as he cleared it, the gate collapsed.

      “Come on.” My teeth chattered as I jerked my head in the direction of the café. I scurried up the sidewalk—Whiskers and Steve plodding obediently after me—and was almost giddy with anticipation, until I happened to glance up at the café’s store sign. “What the—?”

      The sign, which used to read King’s Court Café in a very bold font, had been replaced with something a little more stylized that proclaimed Queen’s Court Café.

      I haven’t been here since the first week in January…did Rhonda go out of business? But the café always seemed to have customers.

      Rigel stopped at my side and joined me in peering up at the sign. “It has changed names,” he observed with astounding diligence.

      “Yeah, but why? The place is named after the street.”

      I peered at the windows, but everything looked the same. The big sign welcoming all leashed pets hung in the glass door, and the illuminated sign of their hours of business was still glowing and positioned in the front window where it had always been.

      I cautiously poked my head in to look around.

      The cafe was still cozy and cheerful with rustic decorating. Strings of lights hung from the ceiling—which was still painted a dark blue color, though I noticed there were flecks of white, gold, and red that made it look more like a starry sky. Tendrils of ivy that ventured out of flower boxes crawled around shelves bolted near the top of the walls, and planters filled with ferns were splashes of green among the wooden tables and chairs.

      The brick wall across from the register had a bunch of pictures on it and a massive TV that displayed an ever-changing mosaic of digital photos, but that was the biggest change I could see.

      Landon, Rhonda’s employee—who I thought was a high schooler, but given all the weird hours he worked I was starting to suspect he was actually a college student—still stood behind the register, looking bored as he puffed his cheeks out, making his thick dusting of freckles stand out more than usual.

      “Landon?” I called.

      “Oh, Queen Leila.” Landon turned around to shout at the drive through window area. “Hey, Rhonda! The queen of apocalyptic horses and cat and dog monsters arrived!”

      “I know, I know. Solstice just dropped by to beg for a treat.” She popped her head out from behind the thin wall that separated the two areas. “I’ll be out in a minute, Leila, just grabbing a carrot.”

      “Is that why he was making a break for the drive through? Because you give him carrots?” I called.

      “Yeah.” Rhonda’s voice was a little muffled. “I give them one whenever they stop by without you.”

      “Wait…they come without me?!” I didn’t know if I was impressed or outraged. I mean, that they knew how to get to the cafe—and had the cleverness to drop by whenever they wanted a treat—made me proud.

      But seriously! They came to my favorite café without telling me?

      I should get them a saddle bag or something so they can fetch coffee for me.

      That thought alone would probably be enough to make Skye finish off an entire tin of antacids. The night mares were supposed to be revered, not used for coffee runs.

      Then again, stupid tradition—probably that wretched Original Creep—also said the glooms and shades needed to be similarly treated, and the shades loved tummy rubs and I could personally testify that the glooms went crazy for catnip. We had to be careful with what cat toys we allowed in the mansion!

      “Yeah, they mosey through here about once a week.”

      I heard the scrape of the drive through window open. “I hear they sometimes make their rounds over to the French bakery. Darlene told me she slips them apples.”

      The bakery, too?! I love that bakery!

      I craned my neck and tried to give my equine pet a death glare around the wall, but I couldn’t quite see him from this angle.

      “There we go, he’s off on his way.” Rhonda washed her hands and meandered up to the register. “Okay. What can I get you, Your Majesty?”

      I took a breath to make my order, before I remembered the sign. “Oh—did something happen to the café? I saw the sign change outside.”

      Rhonda burst into a sunny smile. “Yep, you got it! We’re Queen’s Court Café now—named after our local fae queen.”

      I paused. “You named it after me?”

      “Yep! Seemed like the right thing to do—you’ve been the best marketing campaign I’ve ever had. People flock here since you’ve publicly said it’s your favorite café.”

      “But I don’t come that often.”

      Coffee is too expensive to be anything besides an occasional treat when the Court expenses are what they are!

      “Maybe, but it’s fun to share something in common with a person you admire. And we’ve become a bit of a base for your fans.” Rhonda waved at the wall of photos.

      Curious, I approached the wall, smiling down at Steve and Whiskers as they faithfully followed me.

      All the pictures, I was shocked to see, had me in them.

      Most of them—especially the digital photos showing on the TV—were pictures of me posing with people. There was one from the first time I’d come to King’s Court Café after being made queen with Chase, Eclipse, and Solstice and we’d run into a few people who’d asked to take pictures with us since fae creatures like the night mares didn’t leave the fae realm very often, and the photograph I’d taken with the Curia Cloisters employee a little over a week ago was up on the wall, too.

      Framed copies of the Curia Cloisters newsletter that had articles about the day I was crowned queen and the day I was sworn in as the regional fae rep on the Regional Committee of Magic hung on the walls, and there were some newspaper clippings from when I won the Magiford Midsummer Derby.

      I turned from the wall. “But—I—I…why?”

      Rhonda smiled as she got a large cup. “I’ve told you before, Leila, you’re a local celebrity. You mean a lot of different things to different people.” She turned to Rigel and beamed. “And I am tickled pink to see you back in here—finally—Consort Rigel! What can I get for you?”

      She leaned against the counter and tugged on her visor with a sly grin. “If you’re up for recommendations, can I suggest our new monthly specials? We made them special for February!”

      I’d been slowly making my way back, but at the sneaky tone to her voice I scrambled, reaching Rigel just in time to look up at the chalkboard display.

      The title “February Specials” was written with pink chalk and bedazzled with hearts and stars. The rest of the board was similarly decorated, but it was the drink names that made me release a high-pitched keening noise that had both Steve and Whiskers leaning into me.

      “Night Queen’s Love? The Consort’s Adoration? Royal Love Latte? Midnight Kiss Mocha?” My voice went higher the farther down the list I looked.

      Losing the will to live, I gaped at Rhoda.

      She winked at me. “Cute, aren’t they?”

      Wow. I didn’t know it was possible to die from both embarrassment and awkwardness. But I’m pretty sure my heart just stopped beating.

      I slapped both of my hands on the counter and looked down through them, wheezing.

      This is a new level of “fine.” Bring the guy you love to a café that has drinks dedicated to your fictional relationship. That doesn’t seem crazy at all.

      “I want the Consort’s Adoration,” Rigel said, apparently impervious to all of this.

      Figures. Probably because he doesn’t feel anything like this for me.

      “I thought you’d like that one!” Rhonda cackled. “It’s a London Fog—an earl gray tea latte—but it’s sweetened with honey, has a shot of lavender flavoring, and is topped with cinnamon! We thought lavender with its purple flowers would suit you considering the name of the drink and the color of Leila’s eyes.”

      Still waiting to die, I groaned like a wounded buffalo. When I finally managed to peel my head up, Rhonda smirked at me over the top of the register.

      “If you’re that embarrassed, how about a Puppy Love Affogato?” She pointed up at the chalkboard again, and I saw this drink was listed last, and someone had drawn a shade with bright orange hearts for its eyes.

      “That’s adorable,” I admitted.

      “Pick your poison, Queenie. What’ll it be?” Rhonda asked.

      I sucked my neck into my shoulders as I glanced up at the chalkboard again. “Night Queen’s Love” actually sounded really good as it had some of my favorite seasonal flavor shots in it—it was a red velvet mocha with whipped cream and chocolate drizzle and dark chocolate shavings.

      But there was no way I was going to order that in front of Rigel. I felt humiliated enough that he didn’t have a response to my feelings, I didn’t need to tote a reminder around in drink form.

      “Um, I think I’ll have my oldie but goodie, a raspberry cappuccino,” I said.

      Rhonda wrote on my cup and set it on the drink counter behind her. “You hear that, Landon?”

      “Almost done with the Consort’s Adoration,” Landon said as he popped a lid on Rigel’s drink. “The queen ordered a Majesty’s Tryst?”

      I groaned and went back to leaning on the counter as Rhonda chortled.

      “Yep, you got it,” she said.

      “I hate you both,” I grumbled as Steve—being plenty tall enough—started to lick my cheek and enthusiastically wag her tail.

      Whiskers put his front boots/paws on the counter. I stood up and busied myself with pushing him off.

      “Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten about you.” Rhonda passed Whiskers a fish shaped treat and slipped Steve a bone shaped dog cookie.

      The animals excitedly crunched their treats as I waited for my stupid coffee drink.

      Maybe this is the world’s way of telling me I need to give in and drink tea.

      “So, where’ve you been these past few months, Rigel?” Rhonda asked.

      “Out,” was Rigel’s extremely verbose response.

      Rhonda peered at him from half closed eyes, looking like a grandmother trying to decide if she should lecture or spoil a favorite grandchild. “Uh-huh. Are you intending to go ‘out’ like that again?”

      “No,” Rigel said.

      Surprised, I glanced over at my consort.

      Is he not intending to because he gets why I got upset, or…?

      “There’s no longer a point for me doing so,” he added.

      “Yeah, of course not,” I grumbled.

      I need to stop hoping. It’s going to make me crazy.

      “Majesty’s Tryst!” Landon shouted at the top of his lungs.

      “Thanks,” I snarled. I took a giant swig of my cappuccino, attempting to drink my cares away.

      Landon peered over the counter at Steve and Whiskers. “Still looking like messengers of the apocalypse, hm?”

      “Yep,” I gloomily said.

      “Huh. Weird. How do you like Consort’s Adoration?” Landon asked Rigel. “I came up with the name.”

      “Okay!” I blurted out. “It was great to see you guys but, we should go. Come on, Rigel.” I juggled the leashes until I could hold them in one hand—I didn’t have to worry about Steve and Muffin misbehaving anyway, they were too polite—and held my drink in the other as I made a mad dash for the door. “Bye Rhonda, bye Landon!”

      Rigel followed me at a more sedate saunter, which gave Rhonda plenty of time to holler back.

      “You take care—and come back the week of Valentine’s Day!” She called. “We’re giving discounts to couples then!”

      I’d been leaning into the door, but I pushed it open so hard it made the bell above the door violently jingle. “Yeah, no, thanks!” I got out of there before she could say anything else.

      Solstice was waiting for us—though he insisted on inspecting my hands for any hidden carrots before he opened the portal for us.

      “You can go through first, Rigel,” I miserably said.

      Rigel raised his eyebrows, tugged Steve’s leash from my fingers, and took the shade through.

      It wasn’t until I was stepping up to the gate myself that I realized something very important.

      Wait…Rigel said there was no point in him leaving again like that. That means he really was gone for a reason, and either he completed whatever he wanted to do…or he decided he couldn’t do whatever it was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Leila

      

        

      

      

      Since my Court had heartily voiced their enjoyment of going to the movies, in December I’d made arrangements to take my citizens to a play put on by human actors. The event had been so successful I’d had to rent the theater out for four different afternoons, and as a result, my people had caught the acting bug.

      Some of the apartment buildings in Night Court lands had organized weekly musical movies nights, and I had it on good authority that more than one fae noble had become obsessed with Phantom of the Opera and Lion King. (Even though they still had problems figuring out human money, they apparently had no issues finding the right streaming services to get access to all the plays and musicals they wanted.)

      Their obsession culminated in some of the fae organizing their own play.

      Of course, as the queen I had to support their artistic endeavors, so I’d rented out a theater in the main floor of one of the nicest hotels in Magiford, Luxe Sejour.

      Yeah, okay, I rented at a hefty discount because I had agreed to let Luxe Sejour staff take all the photos they wanted for their social media accounts and marketing endeavors, and I’d chosen a miserable weekend in winter when they charged less anyway, but that was beside the point!

      The fae scheduled a total of two showings: one matinee that the actors had forbidden me from attending—they apparently wanted to use it as a practice session—and then a night show that was supposed to be a black tie affair.

      “You know, I never thought going to the movies would incite such passion in the fae for human entertainment.” I stood in the lobby of the hotel, waiting for the play to start in my fancy dress and a silver tiara Indigo had fished out of the treasury for me. I was feeling exceptionally smug because I’d gotten Indigo to let me rewear a dress—something I was trying to make popular so my clothing budget wasn’t as horrendously wasteful.

      “It makes sense—humans are far more brilliant at it than we are,” Indigo said. “Traditional fae songs seem like they’re legally required to be sad and woeful. Humans are funny.”

      “I theorize it’s vanity,” Lady Chrysanthe said.

      I glanced curiously at my unlikely friend. I’d half expected her to be decked out like a fae noble lady with flowers and a gauzy dress—it seemed like it was the role the other fae nobles had decided to put on for the night—but Chrysanthe wore a knee length, poofy skirted dress of human design that was a pretty pink that set off her blond hair and olive colored skin.

      “Why would you call it vanity?” I asked.

      Lady Chrysanthe shrugged. “I had no idea the human species was so enthralled with supernaturals that they devoted much of their entertainment to us. Naturally, that would interest the Court once they discover just how deeply humans favor us.”

      “Yeah, favor,” I said, thinking of all the old fairy tales about the cruelty of fae and their underhanded deals.

      “Is this play an original?” Indigo asked.

      I looked down at the playbill the script writer had pushed into my hands the moment I’d arrived at the hotel. “Yeah, I think so. One of Eventide’s cousins wrote it, but he had help from a siren and mermaid with the music.”

      Something banged from within the theater, but I couldn’t see what it was since the doors to the theater were closed.

      The fae involved in this shindig claimed they weren’t going to use their magic “in honor of the art!” but the whispery, almost sticky sensation of fae magic was everywhere in the lobby, so I didn’t know if I believed them.

      I fussed with the soft, lilac-gray skirts of my evening gown and tried to discreetly glance at Rigel.

      He was still wearing his usual uniform—black boots, black pants, and a black shirt—though this one had silver embroidery on the high collar and the cuffs, which was more color than I’d ever seen on him before.

      He was standing at my side, but was about as engaged as the baby grand piano that was positioned under a gleaming spotlight next to the classy hotel bar.

      I’d scoped the place out to see if they had coffee, but when I noticed they only served drinks in fancy crystal glasses I loped out of there fast.

      I was willing to spend cash if it increased Court morale, or kept them out of trouble, but I wasn’t going to waste money on drinks.

      “Personally, I think humans are more obsessed with vampires,” Indigo said.

      “Whatever for?” Chrysanthe tossed her head, making some of her bangs fan across her forehead since the rest of her hair was pulled back in a pretty twist. “Fae are far superior. Everyone knows vampires are just a bunch of ancient windbags who moan too much about how trains and steamboats are too modern for their tastes.”

      “I dare you to tell that to Killian Drake,” Indigo said.

      Chrysanthe scoffed.

      The two seemed engrossed in their conversation. After thinking for a moment, I shifted the tiniest bit closer to my consort.

      “Rigel?”

      He glanced down at me, his dark eyes unreadable.

      “When you left…was it because of work?” I asked.

      I’d been thinking about what he said to Rhonda—that there was no point in leaving like that again. There were a lot of reasons why leaving could be pointless, but before I’d crashed into his life, Rigel had mostly filled his life with work, which made me think it might be related to his lengthy absence.

      I’d wonder if he was doing something with Lord Dion—his longtime friend. But I saw Lord Dion during the two months Rigel was gone, and he said he hadn’t seen him and had no idea why he would leave. Work is the only logical conclusion.

      It was still a wild guess. As far as I knew Rigel hadn’t killed anyone as an assassin since I’d married him, but he was supposed to be the best, so it was pretty unlikely I’d find out, anyway.

      I studied his face, trying to figure out if I was right or not.

      Rigel stared at the wall—which was decked out in fancy gold embossed wallpaper—and audibly ground his teeth. “I was not out on a contract.” He nearly spit the words out, but once he said them he seemed weirdly pleased.

      Not out on work, then. But he phrased that pretty carefully. And it seemed like a physical struggle. Why?

      I mashed my lips together, the slightly waxy sensation of my lipstick making the expression extra satisfying. “Rigel, is it…have you been ignoring my questions about where you’ve been because you can’t say why?”

      He didn’t speak or nod, but his cheek twitched, making me pretty sure I’d hit the bullseye and he just couldn’t confirm it.

      He narrowed his eyes and glared at the cream marble tiled floor.

      I hesitated, then set my hand on his forearm. “Is everything okay?” When he stared at me, I quickly amended, “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” Rigel said. “I didn’t leave for my sake.”

      That doesn’t at all narrow the field of what he can’t talk about. But…maybe he’s under a geas?

      When a fae lord had put my life in danger to try to undermine Chrysanthe, he’d been put under a geas that kept him from telling us where he’d gotten a magic spell that contained the same ancient, sharp magic Chase had been trying to track down.

      At the time I’d asked Rigel if he’d ever been under a geas. He didn’t say he was, but he didn’t correct me when I assumed he had been. Could he possibly be under a geas now?

      Having plenty to muse on for the rest of the evening, I started to edge away from Rigel, intending to rejoin Indigo and Chrysanthe.

      Just after my fingers lifted from Rigel’s forearm, he caught my hand.

      I paused and peered back at him.

      He didn’t look tense, but there was zero emotion in his face to give me any kind of gauge for what was going on. “Rigel?”

      He glanced at me, then stared down at our clasped hands.

      We still haven’t talked about me loving him—I was starting to think that alone was a response. But if that’s the case, what is he doing?

      My stomach did flips in my gut when he intertwined our fingers. My cheeks heated up—I’m sure in a very attractive tomato red blush.

      “You look beautiful tonight,” he said in an observational tone.

      Based on the spreading heat in my face, I was pretty sure my blush was traveling down my neck. “That’s, um, thanks. Yeah,” I babbled with great eloquence.

      I don’t think he’s ever complimented me like this before.

      Like an idiot, I took a step closer to him.

      Rigel glanced at me again, and this time there was a slight upward curve to his lips that was pretty much a smile for Mr. Expressionless, especially when paired with the warm glint in his eyes.

      The silence between us felt thick, especially when the slight curve to Rigel’s smile threatened to grow.

      I mean, Rigel was handsome all the time, but when he smiled he could kill someone with his looks.

      I was aware—very aware—when he slightly rotated his wrist, moving our hands into a casual position, signaling he wasn’t going to let go anytime soon. His hand was comfortably cool—hopefully mine wasn’t clammy or sweaty, though it probably was given my luck.

      He rubbed the top of my hand with his thumb, and all of my innards turned to jelly, because I totally acted like an adult when it came to holding hands with the guy I loved.

      Yeah. Right.

      Rigel seemed like he was going to say something, but then he looked down at our hands again, and his smile faded.

      Wondering what had changed his expression, I peered at our hands, too. I didn’t see anything different. Just our intertwined fingers—though since I’d stepped closer to him my forearm brushed against his bracers—which hid two of his daggers.

      He abruptly let go of my hand and fiddled with his bracer.

      I cleared my throat—feeling a little stupid that holding his hand got me flustered.

      Wow, do I have it bad.

      When I saw Rigel very purposefully tuck his hands behind his back, I felt like a whole new level of stupid. Maybe first-class stupid.

      I’ve got to get a grip. Whatever that was, we were clearly thinking way, way, way differently.

      The realization made my stomach squeeze uncomfortably, but I forced a smile and finally turned to Indigo and Chrysanthe when Eventide scurried across the lobby.

      His goat hooves frantically tapped on the marble tiles as he made his way over to me, folded himself in a deep bow I’d been trying to break him of for months, then made a flourishing gesture. “The monarchs have arrived,” he said in a quivering voice.

      As if they’d been waiting for an introduction for the sake of giving them the perfect entrance, the monarchs I’d invited to attend the play swirled into the lobby, dressed to the nines and walking together like a group of cool kids sauntering through a school cafeteria.

      Verdant—Queen of the Spring Court—was dressed in a very classy long sleeved, hunter green gown with a thigh high slit. She walked with Rime—Queen of the Winter Court—who was dressed in a light blue lace gown that set off her pure white hair to perfection.

      Behind them trailed Birch—the Summer King—scowling in his tuxedo and escorting his timid but beautiful wife, Consort Flora—who was also dressed in an evening gown for the occasion.

      They were chatting with King Solis of the Day Court—my favorite monarch who was also a pretty close friend. He’d also gotten the memo about the evening wear, so he was in a tuxedo—though his black bowtie was threaded with gold for a tiny dash of color.

      Bringing up the end was Fell of the Autumn Court—who I disliked because he tended to be a bully, though I noticed he was also wearing a tuxedo, peer pressure?—and the Paragon.

      The monarchs present—plus me and excluding the Paragon—made up the Midwest Fae Ring. Together we made all the decisions for the region, including the less powerful Courts beneath us. Queen Rime of the Winter Court was the most powerful of us all, which was why I’d been incredibly grateful that she supported me when I asked to be made the fae rep for the Committee of Magic.

      The Paragon was the top fae in the United States—though if you asked him about it he’d say he was a representative and not our leader. He didn’t have much more patience for fae antics than I did. He’d been hanging around the Midwest for months, now. He’d once said he was searching for someone in the area, but hadn’t revealed the details.

      Unlike the others, he was dressed in robes—though his outer robe was black and his inner tunic was white, which somewhat mimicked a tuxedo’s style—and he carried three giant bouquets of flowers.

      I was a little surprised by the monarchs’ clothes. Fae had the tendency to use clothes to indicate the different roles they put on and off. I’d mostly seen this group in traditional fae garb—gauzy dresses that were stupidly difficult to ride in and fancy tunics with random pieces of armor as accent pieces.

      This was only the second time I was seeing them in more stylish—but very human—evening wear.

      Are they dressing this way to show they’re accepting human entertainment?

      I slapped on a smile as they got close enough that I could hear the swish of Verdant’s and Rime’s gowns. “Good evening! I’m glad you could all make it!”

      “I would die before I missed it,” Verdant said dramatically. When the others stopped she moved forward, briefly taking my hand in hers and squeezing it.

      After Solis, I was most friendly with her. She’d hated me when we initially met, but I helped save one of her spring stags—a gorgeous white deer—and she’d made an effort to be friendly ever since.

      “What are we even doing?” Fell irritably shoved his fists into the pockets of his slacks.

      “I told you in the invite, my Court is producing a play,” I said.

      “Should be a great time!” the Paragon chortled. He scratched his nose, then tried to throw his impressively long, silvery white beard over his shoulder as he clutched his horde of flowers in one arm.

      “A play is a story performance, yes?” Consort Flora asked. “We’ve seen plenty of those.”

      “Yeah—though the subject matter for human plays tends to be more…modern than the topics of most fae music or poetry recitals,” I said.

      “I can’t wait!” The Paragon flapped one of the bouquets at me. “I intend to throw a flower on stage every time someone amuses me!”

      “Is that a human custom?” Verdant asked.

      “Absolutely,” the Paragon said.

      “Uh, actually you’re supposed to wait until the performance is over,” I said, but was completely ignored by the powerful fae.

      “This is going to be marvelous.” The Paragon snorted and almost inhaled one of his long mustache hairs, then scowled down at his beard with irritation.

      “It figures Queen Leila’s Court would become smitten with human forms of entertainment,” Fell sneered.

      “If that was an attempt to look down on my human blood, it failed,” I told Fell. “Because I’m pretty chuffed that I have it.”

      “You take pleasure in unholy things,” Fell said.

      “Yeah, and you’re a jerk,” I agreed.

      When he glared at me I winked and pointed to the lobby door. “Want to settle this outside? I brought my truck.”

      “Cretin.” Though his words dripped with disdain, I didn’t miss the way Fell pointedly turned away from the door.

      Queen Rime peered into her gray handbag—probably looking for her cellphone, she was a cellphone game addict, though I hadn’t been able to figure out what it was that she played all the time. “Why did you even come, Fell?”

      “Why, you ask?” Fell raised an eyebrow. “I’d never miss a chance to see how the Night Court has decayed, especially since—” Fell jumped about three feet backwards when he flicked his eyes to me and he must have finally noticed Rigel standing behind me.

      “Consort Rigel.” Consort Flora very properly tipped her head in a slight bow to Rigel.

      King Birch didn’t look nearly so put together as he stepped around his wife so he stood closer to Rigel than she did—which was both cute and unnecessary.

      Before he’d gone off doing…whatever, Rigel and I had both agreed that Fell was the monarch we’d most like to punch.

      “Ahh, Rigel! You’re here! Where’ve you been, lad?” The Paragon tried to slap Rigel on the back, but he struggled to hold all his flowers, so it was more like a weak nudge. “It was very bold of you to leave your lovely wife among the jackals of fae society.”

      “Not really,” Rigel said. “She’s far more powerful than the jackals.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t referring to people with the desire to hurt her. Just the opposite, if you know what I mean.”

      I didn’t get it. Judging by the wrinkle in Verdant’s forehead and Birch’s utterly lost expression I wasn’t the only one.

      But it must have meant something to Rigel because he stared the Paragon down.

      The Paragon—impervious to Rigel—winked. “Ooh, they opened the doors! Does that mean we can go in?”

      He bounced over to the doors, the tissue paper wrapped around his three bouquets crinkling loudly.

      Skye stepped out of the theater and bowed to the Paragon, before drifting to my side. “Queen Leila? They’re ready for you.”

      “Great. Let’s go in and get our seats.” I marched for the theater, beaming when Solis joined me.

      He was handsome with his sunshine-gold hair, and the faint wrinkles around the corners of his eyes gave him a softer look than the other monarchs. He looked like he was in his early forties—which meant he had to be older than Lord Linus.

      “I’m glad to see Rigel has returned,” Solis murmured to me—he was the one monarch I’d told that Rigel had disappeared, the others just assumed Rigel was off doing “business” as an assassin.

      “Yeah, me too,” I reluctantly agreed. I flashed the king a brief smile when we paused at the doors of the theater.

      Eventide was waiting for us. “This way, if you please, Queen Leila, King Solis.” He trotted down the aisle, leading us into the theater.

      Done up in colors of gold and scarlet, the four-floored theater was a thing of beauty.

      A giant crystal chandelier that had to be bigger than I was hung from the vaulted ceiling—which was decorated with fancy white molding and gold painted flourishes.

      White and gold columns framed the stage—which was covered by a classic scarlet red theater curtain with gold accents—and the rows of velvet seats where slanted slightly, so the seats and aisles tilted down, making it easier to see.

      The sitting area of the theater was somewhat bell shaped. All four floors of seats wouldn’t have a problem viewing the stage.

      I’d seen pictures of the theater online when I booked the place, but going down the stairs to the main floor, I could see it was more awe inspiring than pictures could convey.

      Remembering I needed to play the part of good host, I turned to Solis. “How is the Day Court these days?”

      “The same as we have been,” he mildly said. It was very nice of him given that he could have easily wiped in my face how well the Day Court was doing compared to the Night Court.

      “When winter leaves us,” he continued, “I was thinking perhaps our Courts could have a joint riding excursion in one of the nature preserves.”

      “I am always down to ride.” We kept following Eventide as he took us past rows and rows of seats. “And if we can write it off as a fae social, that means I won’t have to take my Court anywhere that month!”

      King Solis laughed—a sound that felt like sunbeams warming a cold room. “As usual, I must admire your cleverness. The Night Court has no idea how blessed they are to have you as their queen.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know if they’d ever call themselves blessed,” I joked. “The state of the Day Court is still an aspiration—and looks like it’s going to be for a long time at the rate we’re going.” I tried not to sigh as I thought of the nearly ruined Night Realm.

      “You’ll take things in hand soon,” Solis assured. “You’ve already done immeasurably more than anybody could expect.”

      Our conversation ended when Eventide finally stopped.

      The faun gestured to the middle of three rows—which were all roped off with fancy gold cord. “You may sit anywhere in these three rows. They were all reserved for your viewing pleasure.” When he bowed three times in a row, I glanced behind me and realized Rigel, the Paragon, and the rest of the monarchs had followed us.

      “Excellent! See you, chaps!” The Paragon scooted his way down the first row and sat in the dead center, spreading out his bouquets on either side for easy access.

      I studied the rows of chairs. “Thanks, Eventide.”

      “Of course. Is something not to your liking, my Sovereign?” he asked, dancing back and forth on his hooves.

      “No, I’m just surprised where they wanted us to sit—we’re taking up so many seats,” I said.

      “Oh, to quote my cousin, ‘it is what the acting troupe wished for,”” Eventide said. “They wanted to make sure all the actors could see you from any place on the stage.”

      “Oh.” I awkwardly scratched my wrist. “Um. That’s not really how it’s supposed to work…”

      “Just take a seat, Night Queen,” Birch grumbled. He marched down the third row and checked several seats before choosing spots for himself and Flora.

      Verdant chose to sit next to Flora, while Rime and Solis seated themselves a few spaces down from the Paragon.

      I decided to go for the currently empty center row and picked my way down it, pausing when I tried to figure out exactly which seat I wanted.

      I heard footsteps behind me. I peered back in time to see Fell taking a step to follow me.

      Rigel snagged him by the collar of his tuxedo jacket and held him in place.
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      Rigel slipped in front of the Autumn King, and glanced back at him. His face was expressionless as usual—he didn’t glare or growl like most faceoffs between male supernaturals. He arched one eyebrow a little at Fell, then turned his back to the king with a very obvious lack of concern as he joined me.

      Fell blinked rapidly, narrowed his eyes, then reluctantly stepped into the row after Rigel—throwing himself into a seat with a bored expression.

      I still hadn’t sat down—I was too surprised by Rigel’s display—or lack of.

      Comparing power or dominance or whatever between supernaturals was usually pretty showy and involved long stare downs, sneers, maybe some growls.

      But Rigel hadn’t done any of them. He’d been unconcerned—showing just how tiny a threat he thought Fell was.

      I studied Rigel, who was watching me blandly.

      For someone who dislikes politics he pulled that off perfectly.

      “Are you going to sit?” Rigel asked, restarting my brain.

      “Yeah, yeah!” I blindly sat down, realizing I’d parked directly behind the Paragon, and that Flora was seated behind me.

      Verdant leaned forward in her chair as the rest of my Court rapidly filled up the seats. “What is the subject matter of the play?” she asked.

      “I have no idea,” I admitted. “But they were very insistent that they didn’t want to use magic for their special effects, and intended to give us an ‘authentic human performance.’”

      The Paragon turned around in his seat to peer back at me. “I hope it’s a tragic romance—those are the best! Speaking of which…” He sat on his knees so he could lean in and whisper to me. “You and Rigel ought to drop by my pocket realm sometime. You look like you both need some tea—picked out by Aphrodite of course.”

      “Paragon, I greatly respect you, but you are never going to get me to try your drugged tea,” I said.

      “It isn’t drugged, just enhanced,” the Paragon sniffed.

      “It’s charmed—which is even worse,” Rigel said. Apparently our whispered conversation wasn’t quiet enough.

      The Paragon scowled at him. “And how would you know that?”

      Rigel blinked. “I looked.”

      “You did break into my pocket realm—you rude boy! The least you could have done was bring me a house warming gift as a thank you!”

      The theater lights dimmed, and the Paragon excitedly faced forward, pulling his first flower from a bouquet.

      I settled deeper into my seat and glanced at Rigel.

      He was staring at the stage—the red curtain was shaking a little as someone scurried around behind it.

      I don’t know how I feel about him anymore. I still love him—that’s not something I can stop even if he hurt me. But now…

      Something stirred in my gut, and it felt horribly similar to hope.

      Not hope that he loved me—I wasn’t so far gone that I was delusional about that. But hope that he had disappeared for a reason. That maybe he was being silent because he couldn’t tell me, not because he chose not to or didn’t care about me.

      The curtain rose, and I turned my attention to the stage.

      A pretty dryad who had tendrils of weeping willow branches growing with her hair glided onto the stage. She stopped under the spotlight and smiled at the audience. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for attending the first performance of the Courtly Night Acting Troupe.” She squinted, peering through the intense spotlight. When she saw me she bowed. “Queen Leila!”

      She wasn’t standing up out of her bow, so I waved to her.

      The dryad smiled and linked her long fingers together. “This evening we will perform a modern mystery musical romance.”

      A what?

      “I will be your narrator, and will introduce you to the characters of our play,” the dryad said. “First, we have our hero of the story, Detective Hershel and his assistant Miss Daisy.”

      A brownie scurried in from the wings and tipped his bowler hat to the crowd while a siren sauntered in from the opposite side and waved.

      “These characters are visiting the mansion of Miss Daisy’s family friend, Log-an, and came back from dinner to discover someone has mortally wounded Log-an!” The dryad set her hand over her heart as a troll wearing black clothes walked across the stage, carrying a tree trunk dressed in a suit with a knife stabbed in the back.

      I furrowed my eyebrows as I tried to make sense of what was going on.

      What the heck are they doing?

      The dryad introduced a couple more “characters,” including a centaur who was playing a butler, a pixie who was Log-an’s sister, her boyfriend, who was played by a troll, and more than I could contemplate.

      They opened with a catchy song about spooky old houses which was actually pretty good and earned them one of the Paragon’s many flowers, and then cut the lights as the stagehands scurried around, getting the set pieces into place.

      When the lights came on, Log-an was placed on top of a baby grand piano.

      The siren—Miss Daisy—walked on stage. She stopped in the center of the stage to bow to me—I really hoped this wasn’t going to be a thing—then dramatically turned and shrieked. “Log-an—someone has stabbed Log-an!”

      Detective Hershel bounded into the room. He locked his legs and also stopped near the center of the stage to bow to me, then turned to Miss Daisy. “I say, Miss Daisy, what is wrong?”

      Miss Daisy gestured to the log. “Log-an is dead!”

      The centaur butler clip-clopped onto stage, pausing to bend over his arm in a knightly bow to me before he turned to the log in a suitcoat. “Dear, me, what a sight.”

      “Indeed.” The brownie detective climbed onto the piano and touched the log. “He has no pulse.”

      Miss Daisy cried.

      “I say, Miss Daisy, you appear to be terribly shook.” The pixie fluttered on stage, too. Instead of stopping to bow she actually fluttered out over the audience, bowed to me when she was just over the Paragon’s head, then flew back to the stage. “I suppose it is because you may have lovingly cared for Log-an. Of course, not as much as we all love Queen Leila.”

      As one the cast turned and bowed to me.

      Ehhh, yeah. They’re making it a thing. But what’s up with this dialog? They’re phrasing things pretty weirdly for a play—Wait.

      Fae couldn’t lie.

      How the heck are they going to pull off a mystery-romance play if they can’t lie?

      I leaned back in my seat with a new sense of apprehension, but when I peered around the theater, my Court looked absolutely enthralled.

      But isn’t this the kind of thing I wanted for my Court? For them to have fun—real fun, not the insulting-humor-hidden-behind-pretty-smiles kind, so they can enjoy more than tea in their life.

      Relaxing, I returned my attention to the play, feeling a lot better about my Court than I had recently.
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      In the end, the play was buckets of fun—mostly because the fae couldn’t lie—though all the bowing had mildly traumatized me enough that a week later, I was still over my bow-limit.

      I went to my early morning lesson with Lord Linus—the lessons had taken a distinctly serious turn ever since he’d shown all his cards to me so to speak—and Skye and Chrysanthe arrived just around when I finished.

      “Queen Leila.” Skye bowed and offered me a towel—Linus had me practicing running and casting runes at the same time, which was a pretty good workout considering how much my top heavy staff weighed.

      He’d been nice and just had me sprinting back and forth across the cleared section of the castle patio—the cool, forever-night air should have kept me from getting too hot. But no, I had to be the Sweaty Sovereign so my workout clothes stuck to me and I smelled.

      I leaned my staff against a stone bannister and took the towel, wiping my forehead off. “Thanks, Skye. Wow, my arms feel like noodles.”

      “They will get stronger as you practice,” Lord Linus said. Of course he looked perfectly fine—not a hair out of place or a wrinkle in his clothes even though he’d been sprinting with me.

      “Maybe I should lift weights or something—gah!” The stone bannister my staff was leaned against cracked. Concerned it was going to crumble entirely and my staff would tip over the side and fall down to the ground level, I snatched my artifact up, narrowly avoiding bashing myself in the nose.

      “That’s it,” I said. “Skye, I know you said we could have a cleanup day in a few weeks, but we’ve got to prioritize it.”

      “Why?” Chrysanthe asked. “The state of the realm mirrors the state of the Court. You can’t artificially fix it—they’re a reflective image.”

      “Yeah, well you can still use window spray to clean a reflection,” I said.

      Chrysanthe propped a hand on her hip. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “That we can sweep up the glass and everything that’s busted and ruined.”

      Skye flicked through a few screens on her tablet. “You have a free day next week Friday.”

      “You can’t get in any earlier?” I asked.

      “I’m afraid not. You have some pressing meetings—including one scheduled with the other monarchs at the Summer Court.”

      I rubbed my face off on the towel again, but I was already starting to cool off, making my sweaty clothes feel clammy. “It’s not for some stupid ceremony, is it? I mean, the ceremony for the transition from autumn to winter was pretty awesome since Fell faceplanted in a snow bank on his way to present Rime with his stupid leaf wreath. I don’t think the ceremony from winter to spring can top that.”

      “It’s not a ceremony, but a meeting,” Skye said.

      “Hmm, okay.” I glanced at the castle—which I swear looked worse than when I’d first been made queen.

      There used to be a tarnished, but still pretty crescent moon that was settled on a peak of the roof, but it had toppled off and punched a hole through the ceiling when it fell. The stone walls seemed unsteady—like they’d collapse in a strong wind.

      It’s incredibly depressing to see what terrible condition the realm is in. I mean, my Court seems happy enough, but they need the Night Realm to survive.

      Part of fae magic was that fae needed to visit the realm every once in a while, to stay in tip top condition because the land itself powered them up. Half fae—like me—were luckily exempt from this rule. But if the Night Realm continued to deteriorate, it was going to become a major problem.

      What’s wrong with me that it’s not fixing itself? Is there something I’m missing?

      “Are the Court and realm naturally supposed to fall into alignment?” I asked. “Or is there a ceremony or something we forgot about to help it speed along?”

      “It’s a natural relationship.” Lord Linus bravely leaned against the decrepit bannister and joined me in peering up at the castle. “It self-adjusts—that way no ruler can falsely manipulate the realm. It reads the health of the Court and feeds off your connection with the land.”

      Connection with the land? That sounds uselessly vague and open to interpretation.

      “Uh-huh.” I tapped my fingers on my staff, then broke off in a groan. “It’s not fair!”

      Skye didn’t even look up from her tablet. “What’s not fair?”

      “I try so hard and—” I cut myself off and leaned my forehead against the metal crescent moon topper of my staff. “Maybe I’m being impatient.”

      “Undoubtedly,” Chrysanthe said.

      “Fae magic—the kind that defines the very foundation of Courts and realms—acts within certain patterns. Give it time, Leila.” Linus patted me on the back like he was the coach of a little league soccer team. “The night mares wouldn’t have chosen you if they didn’t think you’d be capable of restoring the realm.”

      “Yeah…but explain this to me! If the Day Court and the Night Court are intertwined, why is the Day Court fine and dandy while our castle is crumbling down around our ears?” I asked.

      “It has not escaped my notice that you are deeply jealous of the Day Court,” Skye said.

      “Of course I am!” I scowled at my steward. “You saw the place when we met with the other monarchs there in late fall. It’s gorgeous! The towers are pristine white—not even a cracked window among the lot of them! The place is flawless and beautiful beyond reason. If I didn’t like Solis as much as I do, I’d be tempted to hate the guy!” I paused. “Maybe. A little. No, never mind. He’s too nice to hate.”

      “It is a little odd,” Chrysanthe said.

      “Yes, thank you!”

      Skye ignored my exuberance and shut her tablet down, which meant she was finally focusing all of her attention on the problem. “What do you mean?”

      Chrysanthe shrugged. “My grandmother has some friends in the Day Court and has been trying to fix me up with one of their grandsons, so she’s been dragging me over there a lot recently. King Solis has been able to hold onto most of his land despite the failure of his wards, and the Day Realm is gorgeous.”

      “In all fairness, before Leila arrived, Solis was the most beloved monarch in the Midwest,” Linus said.

      “Even though Rime and Fell are more powerful?” I asked.

      “Indeed.”

      “Huh. Maybe that’s how he’s restricted by the Night Court’s failing? He doesn’t have the power they do because the Night Court is barely hanging on, even if his own Court is fine.”

      Skye rolled her eyes. “The Night Court is more than hanging on. Under your leadership, it is starting to flourish.”

      “Tell that to the Night Realm,” I grumbled. “Maybe I should try asking him what his secret is when we go to that meeting at Birch’s place.”

      Chrysanthe shrugged. “If he had a secret, he’s not going to tell you.”

      “That’s a mean thing to say,” Linus said.

      “Why would he want to make the Night Realm more powerful?” Chrysanthe asked. “Leila already won the fae representative position, and the respect of everyone else even though our realm is in such a state. If the Night Realm recovers, no one will catch up to her in terms of Court-unity, and only Queen Rime—the most powerful monarch the Midwest has had in generations—will have stronger magic than her.”

      “Solis isn’t like that,” I said with certainty. “He wants the Night Court to get better. He’s told me that numerous times, and he helped us after that skull monster when he didn’t have to.”

      “Also, an increase in the Night Court’s power would mean an increase in his own,” Skye pointed out.

      I groaned. “Why are fae obsessed with power?”

      “If it makes you feel any better, the Paragon thinks you’re the best thing that happened to Solis,” Linus told me. “Apparently before you were made queen he’d bother the Paragon all the time. After Nyte died, the Paragon said Solis looked like a man shoved out on a cliff’s edge. He knows what you’ve done, and he’s thankful for it.”

      “I’m thankful for him, too.” I scowled up at the ruins of my castle. “I just wish I knew what the heck he was doing that makes his realm so wonderful!”

      Chrysanthe patted my arm. “You’ll figure it out.”

      “Thanks, Chrys.”

      A glass-shattering scream pierced the air. Curious, I turned around in time to see two of my night mares trot across the burned-out lawn. “Hey there, Twilight, Blue Moon!”

      I dragged my staff down the stairs and set it on the ground so I could greet the pair.

      As night mares, both fae equines were skeletal things with jagged teeth and glowing yellow eyes, but Twilight was the smallest of my herd with more of a dusty black-gray coat and Blue Moon had web-like hair that covered his hooves, and his black coat had a hint of inky blueness to it.

      Although they looked scary, the night mares gently nuzzled me, accepting the kisses I placed on their scratchy muzzles.

      Chase emerged from the dead gardens—he’d probably come with the pair. “Queen Leila.”

      “Hello, Chase. Something wrong?” I asked.

      The werewolf raised an eyebrow at me. “You didn’t call.”

      “Oops.” I grimaced. “Sorry.”

      I’d been attacked so many times I was supposed to have phone call check ins with Chase after I finished my magic lessons with Linus.

      Chase folded his arms across his broad chest. “This time it was fine—Skye was with you and notified me.”

      “Woohoo! Thanks, Skye! You’re the best.”

      Skye smiled a little at me. “I am glad to be a part of your Court.”

      “Aww, now you’re going to make me blush!”

      Chrysanthe elegantly swept down the stairs, stopping to pick up my staff. “You ought to not let this rest on the ground.”

      “Why?” I asked. “You’re the only other one who dislikes the Original Creep as much as I do.”

      Chrysanthe blushed a bright red that showed fetchingly on her olive skin. For the first time since we’d become friends in the fall, I noticed the light dusting of freckles across her nose and cheeks, and her blond hair fell loosely around her shoulders in pretty waves, that weren’t as perfect and frizz-free as they’d been back when she hated my guts.

      She’s been wearing less fae glamour, I realized.

      Fae glamour—basic illusion magic almost every fae was capable of—was mostly used by common fae when venturing among humans. It disguised them so they could appear more normal.

      Personally, I’d never bothered to learn more than the basics—it was never going to help me care for my parents’ farm or ride horses better. I knew nobles used some glamour, but I hadn’t realized how much they used it to starch out their imperfections.

      No wonder they’re otherworldly-beautiful. I wonder if Rigel uses it?

      I only had to think on that for a moment before I knew the answer.

      Nope. Definitely not. Glamour magic would be traceable. He’s naturally that gorgeous—which is not fair.

      Chrysanthe awkwardly cleared her throat and bobbed her head at Chase. “Director Washington.”

      Chase nodded back to her. “Lady Chrysanthe.”

      My eyes flicked back and forth between them. Chase was his usual attentive but kind mannered self, while Chrysanthe was getting increasingly flustered.

      Oh my gosh, how does Chase not know? I’d figured out last fall that Chrysanthe had an enormous crush on the werewolf—she was so obvious!

      “You know, Chrys, you can call Chase by his name,” I said.

      Chrysanthe sputtered. “I-I couldn’t possibly…proper protocol…manners and such.”

      “The lady doesn’t feel comfortable using my name, my Sovereign,” Chase gently told me. “Her manners are flawless as it seems she feels we don’t have that sort of comradery.”

      Chrysanthe stared at Chase, and I could almost hear her heart audibly break in half.

      Chase!

      I forced a smile. “Don’t be ridiculous, Chase. Chrys is just shy and assumes you are not that comfortable around her.”

      Chase scratched his arm. “I believe I have the right of it, my Sovereign. I have seen her interacting with you and Skye with great exuberance. But I’m sure we shall continue to see each other as she is now your close friend, and perhaps one day she will feel comfortable using my name.”

      Chrysanthe made a wheezing noise at my side.

      Chase nodded to both of us, then wove around us so he could go up the stairs, taking two steps at a time. “Lord Linus, I have a few things I wish to consult you about,” he called.

      “Of course you do, youngling. Bring the issues before me that I might bless you with my wisdom, haha!” Linus crowed.

      Chrysanthe’s wheezing turned into a high-pitched keening.

      I stared blankly at Chase’s back, then swung my gaze to Blue Moon and Twilight.

      Blue Moon stomped a hoof, and Twilight shook his head and flicked his thin tail.

      “Yes,” I agreed—certain the two felt my emotional failure. “But it’s not my fault. He’s my director of security—I’d thought he’d be more observant!”

      “As you like to say, Queen Leila, ‘it’s fine,’” Chrysanthe said.

      I glanced sideways at her, feeling guilty for accidentally ripping open a wound. “I really am sorry.”

      Chrysanthe offered me a relaxed smile, then she drew up her shoulders and nodded. “It just shows me that I need to change my strategy!”

      “I’m glad you’re chipper about this.”

      “Of course! I don’t intend to remain satisfied with observing him from a distance,” Chrysanthe scoffed. “I’m a noble! I shall do whatever it takes.”

      “I’d start by calling him by his name,” I suggested.

      Chrysanthe glared at me, then sighed. “I’ve tried, but my throat won’t spit it out. I will practice more.” She balled her fingers into a fist and shook it at the shimmering moon. “I won’t give up in the face of rejection. I will push on!”

      She started up the stairs. “C-c-Director Washington,” she called when she reached the top stair. She paused and muttered, “dang it,” under her breath, then fixed her shoulders and stomped her way over to Chase and Linus.

      I watched her go with both amusement and sympathy.

      “She is a fighter,” I said.

      Blue Moon tried to rub his forehead against my shoulder and almost knocked me over.

      I rubbed his head with my hands, scratching the spots he was trying to reach.

      Able to hear bits of Chrysanthe’s stilted attempts at conversation, I shook my head.

      But I’ve got to admire her guts! Even in the face of rejection she just rolls with it.

      I scooted closer to Blue Moon and leaned into his shoulder and neck as I thought.

      Maybe that’s what I should do, too. Just roll with Rigel’s rejection. Instead of fretting about it, I should see it as a challenge. I mean, I know he likes me enough I’d be willing to say he thinks we’re friends.

      Maybe one day I could trick him into falling in love with me.

      I pressed my lips together and glanced at Twilight, who was sniffing at the pockets of my clothes, looking for a treat.

      “It’s a sound idea,” I said. “I’m not very good at playing the part of dejected damsel. Yep, let’s give it a shot! Rigel won’t know what hit him!”
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      I could tell I was getting to be a little more “popular” among my nobles, because now they wanted to stick their oar in all kinds of stuff they hadn’t cared about before.

      I suspected they hadn’t bothered me earlier because when I first showed up they hated me, and after I got married to Rigel they were too terrified.

      Don’t get me wrong—some of them still disliked me, and there was an ocean of varying opinions out there. But at least they respected me enough to now care and participate in the Court events.

      But wow, I sometimes wish they didn’t.

      “The ski trip is a tradition—you cannot cancel it! It would give the Court a chance to bask in your presence for a full week!” said Lord Philon, one of the few lords in my Court who was so old he actually looked old. Not as old as the Paragon, but his hair was more white than black, and wrinkles around the corners of his eyes and his forehead gave him a distinguished air.

      The fae lord cleared his throat and kept pace with me as I walked through my mansion, following along behind Skye—who was leading me to the portrait gallery.

      “I beg you to reconsider, Queen Leila,” Lord Philon said.

      It could be worse. He’s just expressing his opinions. He—and the rest of my nobles—haven’t tried to manipulate or bully me into doing what they want, and when I really put my foot down on a decision, they respect it.

      I chuckled to myself.

      It’s almost like I’m a queen or something!

      “Queen Leila, are you listening?”

      “No,” I said honestly. “I decided ages ago the annual ski trip was out—I’m not paying for you all to go lounge around in expensive ski lodges at the Court’s expense. If you guys are so eager to go skiing, then go.”

      “But it’s the act of going together—it brings the Court together,” Lord Philon insisted.

      “The Court can get together on the sledding day I’m scheduling.” I followed Skye—who was leading our little procession into the portrait gallery. Rigel was just ahead of us, but Indigo lagged in the back with Kevin and Steve—my shades.

      Although I wasn’t a fan of all the flawless portraits of dead monarchs, I liked how sunny and warm the gallery felt—probably because the walls were covered with fern green wallpaper with baroque swirls instead of the ever constant dark blue/dark purple and silver/white color scheme the rest of the mansion had going on.

      “Give it up, Lord Philon,” Lady Ambrosia said. She was trailing a few steps behind us with Lord Iason and Lady Theodora—the pair who’d helped fight off the spiders.

      Lord Philon sighed. “Thank you for listening, Queen Leila,” he finished as we stopped next to the glass display case.

      I had to do a double take when I saw the case—last time I was here there were traditional Japanese tea ceremony implements. This time there was a sturdy white tea set with a hand painted blue flower pattern on the teapot and cups.

      I wonder if I could convince everyone to let me get a coffee maker if I got myself an artistic coffee set or something.

      I shook the thought from my head and focused on Lord Philon. “Cheer up. Maybe you’ll enjoy the sledding day—whenever I find somewhere free for us to go to that’s big enough for the whole Court.” I patted him on the shoulder, and was gratified to see he didn’t jump this time.

      When I first started touching members of my Court they shied away like beaten animals…which made me doubly glad Hazel and Killian had offed the apparently abusive Queen Nyte.

      I glanced up at the walls of the portrait gallery—which were lined with rows upon rows of dead Night Court monarchs.

      Queen Nyte was somewhere up there—on the highest row where her portrait was unlikely to be noticed. It was a small revenge on a queen who had caused so much pain, but based on what I knew of her, being forgotten and no longer feared was the greatest revenge my Court could have on her.

      I glanced at Lord Philon and his pack. “Was that all?”

      “It was,” he admitted.

      “But aren’t you here to reveal your royal portrait?” Lord Iason asked.

      “Yep.”

      “Then we request permission to stay and witness it,” Lady Ambrosia said.

      I laughed. “I’m not really sure you’ll want to see it…”

      “Are you ready, my Sovereign?” Skye asked.

      I cackled. “Am I ever!”

      “You are evil,” Indigo imparted as she trundled past me, veering around Rigel to join Skye at my portrait—which was covered with a velvet curtain. Kevin and Steve were right behind her, until they reached Rigel. Then they stopped to sniff his boots.

      The four nobles—who had intercepted me on my way here—clustered behind me, totally unprepared for what they were about to witness.

      I smirked at Skye and Indigo. Indigo shook her head at me, but Skye struggled to stomp out the smile that curved on her lips as she ripped off the curtain and revealed a thing of absolute beauty.

      The portrait artist—a long suffering gnome—had painted it exactly as I had envisioned.

      While all of the portraits in the gallery were a traditional painting of the king or queen in an expensive gown, wearing the crown and holding their artifact, I was dramatically draped over Solstice’s side, my hand stretching out to Eclipse.

      Muffin and Whiskers lounged near Solstice’s hooves, the claws on their massive paws stretched in front of them—the artist had even captured Muffin in a yawn that showed off her teeth.

      Steve and Kevin were positioned by Eclipse, their glowing eyes and flickering fur making them look like wolves forged out of shadows.

      Painted behind us—the only one with a normal/not overly dramatic expression—stood Rigel. He was wearing his Wraith jacket with the high collar and the split tail, and was holding a sword and a gun. He was so deadly and so perfectly painted, you could almost believe he’d step out of the portrait and kill anyone who dared to laugh at it.

      That was the whole point, though, to look ridiculous. Even back when I’d been informed I had to sit for a royal portrait, I was aware the Night Court had only experienced fear of their monarchs for a long time. I was bent on changing that.

      Behind me, I heard the satisfying combination of horrified gasps and disgusted gags from my nobles.

      I whirled around and grinned at them. “What do you think?”

      “It’s very…it’s rather…” Lady Theodora tried to say, but her inability to lie was making it hard to come up with a non-offensive description.

      Lord Iason stared at the portrait. “This is another one of your jokes, isn’t it? Like using a trash griffin as your personal seal.”

      “The pigeon-raccoon-griffin is a very noble creature, I’ll have you know,” I said.

      Lady Ambrosia flatly stared at me.

      I laughed and strolled closer to the painting—which was already fixed in a thick frame with fancy golden molding. “The artist did a fantastic job. She perfectly captured the night mares, glooms, and shades—and my exquisitely dramatic expression. Don’t you think so, Rigel?” I asked.

      “In seeing it now, I’m surprised you didn’t ask her to put a coffee pot in your hand,” Rigel dryly said. Both shades were leaning against his legs like overgrown puppies as they stared hopefully up at him.

      I gasped and slapped a hand over my heart. “You’re right! Why didn’t I think of that?”

      “Probably due to your unholy glee that you were posing—to quote you—like a gothic romance heroine,” Rigel said. He gave in and scratched behind Steve’s ears, and the shade wagged her tail as her pink tongue rolled out of her mouth.

      Lord Philon made a noise of distress somewhere behind us.

      I grinned and backed up so I could see the effect of my ridiculous portrait on the wall of regal and perfect paintings.

      It was a splash of color among somber hues—and a blemish on the so-perfect-it-was-boring display of paintings.

      “It’s wonderful,” I said. “This was one royal duty that was a real pleasure to carry out. Thanks for showing it to me, Indigo, Skye.”

      “Yeah, I figured it would be interesting,” Indigo said.

      Skye flipped her tablet cover open. “Speaking of royal duties, there is one you must begin pondering so you can declare it by the end of February.”

      I heard the rustling of skirts—the lords and ladies were starting to make their retreat from the gallery.

      “And what duty would that be?” I asked.

      “Founding a holiday. It’s tradition that each monarch declares a Court-wide day of celebration that is marked every year as long as the monarch lives,” Skye said. “Some previous holidays were: celebration of the last harvest moon of the year, the holiday of the first new moon of the year, celebration of music, the holiday of nighttime tea—one monarch who was particularly fond of Christmas even made a second Christmas that was to be celebrated in mid-January.” Skye glanced at me as she finished her list. “Queen Nyte was obviously the last monarch to make a holiday. She declared her birthday as a day of celebration.”

      “Wow,” I said. “Self-important, much?”

      Skye shrugged. “Several monarchs throughout the Night Court’s history have made their birthdays a holiday.”

      “I bet the Original King made his birthday a Court holiday,” I said.

      Skye narrowed her eyes. “He did not. His was the holiday of nighttime tea.”

      “Oh, tea. Yeah, that suits him.” I tapped my lips. “I’ll have to think about it, but I’m tempted to have ‘pet appreciation day’ or something similar.”

      “What?”

      Just when they were about to cross the threshold into the hallway, Lord Philon, Lord Iason, Lady Theodora, and Lady Ambrosia returned, gliding as fast as they possibly could while still retaining their fae gracefulness.

      “A day in appreciation of animals? Did I hear you say such a thing, Queen Leila?” Lord Philon pleaded.

      “I don’t get why you’re surprised I’d support a pet-focused holiday.” I jerked my thumb over my shoulder at my portrait.

      As if they understood what I was saying—which, knowing all of my adorable pets, they probably did—Kevin and Steve abandoned Rigel and stood on either side of me.

      “I’m not surprised,” Lady Theodora dryly said.

      Lord Iason nodded, agreeing with her.

      “It is not surprising,” Lady Ambrosia delicately said. “But it’s a very…different sort of holiday from what has traditionally been celebrated.”

      “Based on Skye’s list, I’m not at all interested in any of the traditional celebrations. I don’t like tea, and to be honest I think you guys need to lay off your obsession with night time—at least a little bit. I mean, I love using blue for inner décor, but would it kill us to add in some bright colors?” I asked.

      I was mostly just trying to ruffle their feathers, and I wasn’t disappointed by the way Lady Theodora rolled her eyes and Lord Philon staggered in shock.

      “Queen Leila, I must beg you to think the matter over carefully,” Lord Philon said. “It will be recorded in our history and viewed as a mark of your reign.”

      “Oh.” I smirked, and Lord Philon’s healthy olive complexion paled considerably as I stretched my hand out to Rigel. “In that case, I propose a national holiday to celebrate Consort Rigel’s—”

      “Not his abs!” Lord Iason yipped.

      Rigel crossed the small gap between us. He hesitated at taking my hand and settled for offering out his arm—apparently I had love cooties now. Which was stupid considering he was the one who had initiated hand holding at the theater!

      “I wasn’t going to say his abs.” I smirked at my nobles. “Didn’t you hear? I turned over a new leaf—I appreciate Rigel for far more than his physical traits, which are only a fraction of the charms he has to offer. No, I was going to say a national holiday to celebrate Consort Rigel’s engaging sense of humor.”

      All four of the nobles peered at Rigel, in clear doubt that he had any trace of humor—but of course they weren’t going to tell the assassin that.

      “Pet Appreciation Day sounds marvelous,” Lady Ambrosia said.

      “Even if we don’t have a pet of our own surely we can go to an animal shelter of some sort and cavort with animals for the day, maybe distribute gold coins to the employees?” Lord Philon suggested.

      “I could host an event,” I said. “I have plenty of pets to go around.”

      Once again, the nobles moved as one—this time to peer at me. They lowered their eyes to Steve and Kevin.

      Kevin was sitting down obediently at my side, but Steve remained standing and was watching them, her crimson eyes glowing.

      “Maybe I should adopt a house cat,” Lord Iason said. “Then I can celebrate Pet Appreciation Day from home so I might have a, herm, full appreciation for the day.”

      “A cat might be nice, yes,” Lady Ambrosia said.

      “I think a fish might suit my lifestyle more,” Lady Theodora said.

      I tried to hold a straight expression. “Oh, I can understand if you’d wish to stay home if you have your own pet.”

      “Good,” Lord Iason bluntly said.

      “But I’m glad you agree my original idea of Pet Appreciation Day is a good holiday. Of course, I’m still open to celebrating Consort Rigel,” I said.

      “You might feel that way, Queen Leila, but the fact is there is only one Consort Rigel—which would make celebrating him a little difficult because you can’t very well pass him around. And I believe a Pet Appreciation Day might make us all come to understand your love of animals a little more,” Lady Theodora said.

      “But—” Lord Philon raised a finger.

      “Come along, Lord Philon. The queen does have a marked interest in animals. It’s a fine holiday to mark her reign. We should go, now, and think of what kind of pet you should get.” Lord Iason threw an arm over the older fae lord’s shoulders and spun him around.

      I held in my laughter as the four nobles hurried off, moving much faster than they had last time.

      “But—” Lord Philon tried again.

      “Enough,” Lady Ambrosia hissed. I was pretty sure she was being quiet, but the portrait gallery was huge and empty so it echoed oddly, which meant I could still hear them. “Push too hard and our queen will choose something truly mischievous.”

      “Like what?” Lady Theodora asked.

      “I don’t know—a remembrance day of the love between Queen Leila and Consort Rigel, maybe?” Lady Ambrosia paused on the threshold of the portrait gallery to glance at her fellow noble.

      Lord Philon made a noise of disbelief as he and the others joined her in the hallway, their voices growing muffled. “Don’t be silly, Ambrosia. The Wraith is incapable of warm emotions—love among them—and our queen is too smart to fall into that trap.”

      I frowned, but I didn’t know if I should call them out. Lord Philon hadn’t spoken with hatred, but seemed more factual.

      I swiveled to face Rigel.

      Rigel noticed my frown and shrugged. “I am an assassin. I cultivated a certain image.”

      “It’s still rude,” I grumbled. “Though apparently I should be flattered that they think I’m smarter than I am?”

      Rigel looked away from me. “You should take it as a warning.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they’re right,” he said. “I’m not one of your pets that can be rescued.”

      I stepped in front of Rigel, making him look at me. “I don’t know what you’re getting at, but I didn’t fall in love with you because I think I can change you.”

      “Oh?”

      “No! I didn’t even fall in love with you because of your abs!”

      Rigel leaned in, his eyes narrowed and his voice hot. “Then what about me could you possibly love?”

      My heart ached for Rigel in that moment—because he obviously didn’t see anything in himself that was worthy of love.

      “Because I enjoy being with you,” I answered honestly. “You make me laugh. You protect me when there’s a fight, and you let me hog the blankets in your bed when I’m feeling lonely. And while I’m still ticked that you didn’t think to even text me when you were gone for so long, I’m pretty certain you didn’t do it to hurt me.”

      Rigel stared at me for several long moments. Slowly, he reached out with his left hand. Just before he brushed my cheek with his fingers—which were so close I could practically feel the heat of his skin—he yanked his hand back as if he’d been burned.

      He turned his back to me and sauntered off, leaving the portrait gallery and tapping his fae magic as soon as he reached the shadows, using his powers to jump out of sight.

      I sighed and ran a hand through my loose hair. “Do you think I came on too strong?” I asked Steve.

      Steve leaned into my leg and whined.

      “I must have done something wrong. Because that felt an awful lot like rejection.” I sighed and shut my eyes, letting myself wallow in my pain for a few moments.

      When Kevin brushed against my leg, I snapped my eyes open.

      “It’s fine,” I told my shades. “It feels like my heart’s getting stabbed through, but I’ll keep on trying. Because giving up means deciding he’ll never love me, and that’s too depressing.”

      I forced myself to wink at them, then strolled over to Skye and Indigo. “Did you guys hear? I’m going with Pet Appreciation Day for my Court holiday!”
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        * * *

      

      When Comet stepped through the portal in the Night Realm into the Summer Realm, I wasn’t prepared for the wall of heat, which nearly slapped me off Comet’s back.

      “Wow,” I said. “Do I regret my clothing choices for today.”

      Rigel—riding Nebula—emerged from the portal, nearly ramming into Comet and me. Kevin and Steve slipped out of the gate behind him, looking a little shadowy and out of place in the sunshine of the Summer Realm.

      The gate had dumped us on a road between two fields—I think they were of wheat, but I wasn’t positive.

      A thicket of trees crouched on the far side of one of the fields. It radiated magic—not fae magic, interestingly, but dragon shifter magic. The seals—red and fiery—were obvious on the trees’ dark limbs.

      The magic was so strong it made my teeth ache.

      What the heck are they hiding there?

      I grabbed my staff, which I had rested across the front of the saddle and my thighs, and squinted at the trees. For a moment, I thought I saw a small cottage, but I wasn’t positive.

      “Hmmm.”

      Rigel looked at the trees with me, raised an eyebrow—which made me suspect he felt the magic, too—then glanced at me. “You’re blocking the path,” he pointed out.

      “Right, sorry.” I nudged Comet ahead, clearing the way for Indigo and Skye, who walked through the gate with Bagel and Fax.

      Bagel was my fuzzy donkey I’d had back at my parents, but moved to the mansion with me. Fax was a sun stallion—the only one left from the herd the previous monarchs had bought. He was old, so instead of being blazing white or orange, his coat was a glossy copper color threaded with iridescent sheens of blue and green.

      I hadn’t sold him because I’d been worried whatever home he went to would ride him hard despite his age. Sun stallions were a rare treasure that King Solis required you pay through the nose for and have perfect living spaces for. Since they were something of a status symbol, it was possible someone would have bought Fax with less than wonderful intentions.

      But I loved Fax—he was the perfect dash of sweetness to mellow out my night mares, and was a calming influence on everyone in the stables.

      And my keeping him is what started my friendship with Solis—he was thankful. And, now that I think of it, maybe the sun stallions are how Solis has stayed afloat? He gets hefty broker fees for any resales of his equines, and I’m pretty sure he requires Day Court fae to build any stables intended for them. Now that is a smart bit of specialization!

      I gave the Day King a mental salute and turned my attention to my companions. “Ready to go?” I asked.

      “Indeed,” Skye said.

      Indigo nodded.

      I noticed neither of them even glanced at the thicket of trees—maybe I could only sense the dragon seals because of my staff? It had greatly increased my magical power since it claimed me.

      It doesn’t matter. I don’t care what Summer does in his realm as long as he’s not hurting anyone—and I think he’s too obsessed with Flora’s safety and his hidden kid to do much more.

      “Are you guys sure you don’t want to double up and ride with us?” I asked.

      “Positive,” Indigo said. “Riding a horse is like riding a dinosaur for me—I want to stay closer to the ground.”

      “I am fine, but thank you,” Skye insisted.

      Comet picked her way up the cobblestone path that hopefully led to the Summer Realm’s palace, climbing up a large hill. When we reached the crest, I could see the palace.

      Each fae palace/realm had a unique construction. The Day Palace was constructed mostly out of super tall towers that reached so high into the sky it rattled you even if you weren’t afraid of heights.

      The palace in the Autumn Realm—which I’d only seen because Fell was an emotionally constipated twit who was afraid to ask for help—was a pristine white and built intermixed within trees that always displayed leaves colored bright yellow, blazing orange, and crimson red.

      The palace in the Night Realm…well…it had a lot of windows even though its construction was vaguely castle-like, but it was pretty hard to tell what it was supposed to look like because it was in ruins.

      The Summer Palace was very airy with high ceilings, enough open-air corridors so you could see straight through to the other side of the palace, and it had multiple streams that flowed through it, tumbling from the second floor to the first floor and weaving down the open hallways.

      I spotted a figure in white hunched over, looking at something in their hands on the balcony of the second floor.

      “That’s gotta be Rime. That must be where we need to go.” I twisted around in my saddle—letting Comet choose the path. “I know you said this was just a ‘summer tea,’ but is there some boring ceremony attached to it that you didn’t tell me about because you knew I wouldn’t come, Skye?”

      The fae had a ceremony for everything, and all of them were dead boring.

      “There is no ceremony,” Skye confirmed.

      I relaxed in the saddle and breathed out a sigh of relief, until Indigo piped in.

      “It’s a tradition for the Fae Ring to meet in the Summer Realm once during the winter season for tea to escape the chill of winter.”

      I tensed. “Tradition? That’s bad, that’s really bad. That’s almost as bad as ceremonial ceremonies!”

      “The only tradition is that you drink tea and eat appetizers,” Skye said.

      “Which I can’t do,” I pointed out.

      It was a snap for fae to bespell food, and since I still had someone out for my head, I needed to be extra diligent. Typically, I only ate food and drinks that Indigo herself made for me, but I’d learned I could make exceptions with human cafes and restaurants if I was careful.

      “And,” Skye continued without acknowledging my point, “exchange insults.”

      I sighed. “I became the fae rep because I hoped I’d be able to unite the fae, but it’s not looking good if the monarchs schedule time for insult battles.”

      “You’ve been the representative for less than two months. You can’t change things that quickly,” Indigo said. “And you have to admit the monarchs have gotten to be less…testy.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “Except for Fell and his punchable face.” I dreamily gazed up at the cloudless sky, dazzled by the brilliant blue. “One day I will punch him,” I vowed.

      Bagel hee-hawed loudly, his ears flapping with the effort it took to bray in what I was going to assume was agreement with me and my very reasonable desire.

      “But not today,” Skye said.

      “Not today,” I agreed.

      Maybe I can shoot him, though? I didn’t dare voice the rebellious thought—Skye would take away my gun. Plus I couldn’t take it into the tea with me, anyway—weapons were frowned upon in meetings with monarchs, and I didn’t want to lose it to some finicky guards because it was my handgun the Drakes had gotten me. Thankfully, Chase ordered me a special little saddle bag for its shoulder holster so I could attach it to my saddle, as I had today.

      A bird flew above us—it was hawkish in appearance, but it looked enormous.

      I pointed a finger as the bird circled above us. “Is that…?”

      “One of the summer hawks, yes,” Skye confirmed.

      Just as I had the night mares and Solis had the sun stallions, the other Courts had their own animals. Spring had beautiful, white stags, and Winter had wolves that were big enough to ride.

      “How…welcoming,” I said.

      Peering up at the hawk, I was positive someone could sit on his back, but I wasn’t sure if the bird would be able to fly without magical aid due to the extra weight.

      I heard my shades sniffing loudly at the edge of the path as I uneasily watched the enormous bird. “Kevin, Steve?”

      They abandoned their smelling and loped up to join Comet and me at the front of our little group.

      I glanced down at the pair, who watched me with crimson eyes that visibly glowed even under direct sunlight. “I want you two to stay with Fax, Bagel, Nebula, and Comet,” I said.

      Kevin whined—a high pitched noise that unpleasantly tickled my ear.

      “I know you want to come with me,” I said. “But I didn’t think to ask Birch for an invite for you two, and you’ll be safer hanging out with the night mares.”

      Steve growled and showed a glimmer of her teeth, then sneezed—losing the fearsome look. She licked her chops as Kevin wagged his tail, and the pair fell in line with Rigel, who rode behind me.

      Briefly—twisted around in my saddle as I was to watch my shades—I met his gaze.

      He was dressed as he usually was—black breeches, black boots, and long-sleeved fitted black shirt.

      I’d seen him wear that getup in the summer, so the oppressive heat of the realm probably wasn’t bothering him much—even though I was starting to sweat in my light gray riding breeches and navy-blue sweater. And yes, I was wearing one of my helmets.

      The fae were weirdly opposed to helmets—their loss. (Literally. I’d outmaneuvered Birch once because he fell off his horse and smacked his head so hard he couldn’t move for minutes.)

      I held Rigel’s gaze for a moment longer. “Is there a reason why you decided to come with?” I curiously asked. “You didn’t have to.”

      Rigel shrugged. “I’ve shirked my duties as consort for too long.”

      I squinted at him. “I don’t know how to interpret that.”

      “Is it not fine?” he asked.

      “Hey, you can’t use my own catchphrase against me,” I said.

      “It’s a terrible catchphrase,” Indigo piped in.

      Rigel didn’t seem like he was going to say anything else, so I turned back in my saddle, and contemplated the Summer Palace as it grew closer and closer.

      When we finally arrived, a servant led us to the courtyard in front of the palace—where some of the streams convened. There were two shaded pergolas covered with viny plants. One of the structures was occupied by a giant white stag, but despite my animals’ appearance he flicked his small tall and called encouragingly to us.

      I was a little surprised at the reception, especially when Kevin and Steve trotted over to the stag and he pressed his muzzle into the top of their heads.

      Maybe the stag I rescued in fall told the rest of Summer’s herd about us?

      “You can follow the servant up to the tea, Queen Leila,” Skye said. “Indigo and I will see to your pets.”

      I swung off Comet’s back and patted her shoulders—which were dappled with faint yellow-ish hairs. “Are you sure? That seems a pretty shabby deal.”

      “We’re sure.” Indigo tugged the reins of Comet’s bridle from my grasp. “You’re late to the tea.”

      I groaned. “Great, Fell is going to bellyache during the whole meeting about that. Thanks, guys!” I unclipped my helmet and handed it to Indigo before I jogged over to the servant, who was waiting at the entrance of one of the open-air corridors with Rigel.

      The servant kindly guided us through the maze of hallways—which was way more confusing than you’d think because every time we came to what I assumed was going to be a staircase or something it was actually a waterway.

      I thought the waterfalls and streams were for aesthetic, but maybe it’s actually to confuse and hinder attackers?

      We finally reached a staircase and then had to do the intricate maze backwards to get all the way out to the tea room—which opened into a patio that overlooked the courtyard where my animals were.

      I waved to Bagel—who brayed at me—before following Rigel into the shade of the tearoom.

      It was super bright considering one wall was entirely open air. Its high ceiling contained a mosaic of green plants stretching for the blue sky, and it also held a massive skylight in the center of the room that added an extra dose of sunlight.

      There were a few wooden support columns that were carved with images of hawks, fluffy clouds, and stylized gusts of wind. Most of the room’s decorations were brightly colored ceramic tiles fastened to the walls in patterns and pictures. One grouping depicted a growing garden, while the one directly opposite it was a giant waterfall.

      The other monarchs were gathered under the skylight, next to an enormous planter that held a couple of small palm-tree-ish plants and maybe some small bamboo shoots?

      I know I’m fae, but I’m seriously the worst at identifying plants, so that was my best guess.

      “Hello, everyone.” I yanked off my sweater—thankfully I was wearing a plain white shirt underneath.

      “Such a casual greeting,” Fell sneered.

      “Fine, hello everybody except for King Fell who I specifically do not greet,” I said.

      “What?” Fell barked. “That’s rude!”

      “Wow, you just can’t be pleased can you?” I asked.

      Fell opened his mouth to reply.

      Before he could speak, Rigel approached me, standing close enough that our shoulders brushed. He glanced at me, then shifted his gaze to Fell.

      A strangled noise escaped Fell’s throat, before he loudly sniffed and looked away.

      “Hello, Leila!” Verdant offered me a smile before she took a sip of her tea.

      Rime glanced up from her cellphone game long enough to give me a courteous nod.

      Consort Flora smiled and stood. “Greetings, Queen Leila, Consort Rigel. Can I get you some tea?”

      “I’ll take a small cup, thank you,” I said.

      With luck, no one will notice that the tea level in my cup never goes down.

      I threw myself on a wooden sofa that was fitted with an orange cushion and blue pillows. Rigel sat next to me—which I hadn’t planned for, so I was hogging most of the couch and didn’t notice him until he nudged my knee aside.

      I stared at him as Consort Flora poured tea into a porcelain cup decorated with purple irises.

      Is he getting over my love cooties?

      As I watched, he casually brushed the ever-present bracers on his forearms and discreetly felt the back of his boot.

      Ahh, no. He’s acting as my protective detail.

      Rigel carried two daggers—which were actually artifacts—hidden in his bracers, and I knew from experience that he had another small, butterknife sized artifact he could slip into his boot that, when powered by magic, turned into a sword.

      Oh well. I can still count it as progress. Or I’m going to count it as progress!

      I peered around the beautiful tearoom as Flora set my teacup on a wooden stand positioned in front of the sofa. “Where’s Solis?” I asked, not seeing the sunny Day King.

      “Late,” Fell said. “Just like you were.”

      “Someone is a sour-faced grump today,” I said.

      “What did you call me?”

      “Technically I didn’t say you were the sour-faced grump. You decided that on your own.”

      I heard the clatter of hooves in the courtyard. Intrigued, I boosted myself off the sofa and prowled out to the patio where I saw Solis—wearing a gold tunic—leap from his sun stallion’s back.

      The sun stallion ignored the servant scurrying forward to take care of him and pranced over to Fax and Bagel, who were sharing some hay with Verdant’s stag.

      “Hey Solis!” I waved to the Day King.

      “Leila, greetings. I’ll be right up,” he called up to me.

      “Okay!” I watched as he and a servant disappeared into the innards of the castle.

      Indigo and Skye were chatting with a gnome by one of the waterfalls, and Kevin and Steve were playing in a stream that passed by the pergola Comet and Nebula had taken over.

      Someone had pulled the saddles off the horses, but I laughed to see that my staff—impossible to miss with its giant moon topper—was leaned against one of the inner support beams and was guarded by Nebula and Comet.

      It’ll be safe with them.

      I smiled as I returned to the tearoom.

      Not long ago I would have hated hanging out with the other monarchs. They’d been toxic.

      But things have changed. And things will keep changing, I just have to be patient.

      I returned to the sofa and plopped down.

      “You should have brought your staff,” Rigel said. His voice was certain, but quiet—like the heavy silence after a fight.

      “Haul it up here and show it off in front of all the other monarchs? They’d interpret that as an act of aggression,” I said. “But I don’t totally disagree with you.” I held up my wrist, showing him the charm bracelet I’d gotten from my mom when I was first learning how to use fae magic.

      It wasn’t nearly as powerful as my staff, but it was discreet and rested against my skin, so I could activate it and start using magic almost immediately.

      Rigel nodded, but the line of his lips said he wasn’t satisfied.

      “Are you expecting trouble?” I asked.

      “I always expect trouble,” Rigel said. “It’s what keeps me alive if ambushed.”

      “I think we’re pretty safe,” I said. “I don’t think anyone here is the one who keeps trying to off me, and with all of us gathered like this, only an idiot would attack us now.”

      “Except you’re away from your Court,” Rigel pointed out.

      “Yeah, and?”

      “You’ve easily been able to ward off outright attacks due to the support of your Court,” Rigel said. “The only time they’ve gotten close was the trap set between our rooms. That’s going to be noticed. Eventually, you’ll be attacked when you’re away from your people, and they’ll do everything they can to put you at a disadvantage.”

      “Gee, that’s an uplifting thought,” I said. “Please don’t tell Chase, or he’ll never let me leave to go get coffee again.”

      Before Rigel could reply, Solis breezed into the tearoom with a smile. “I apologize for my tardiness. I had some unexpected delays at home. My poor sun stallion kept the portal open for a good five minutes while we went back and forth between the castle and the gate to retrieve things I’d forgotten.” He shook his head in mock disapproval at himself, then seated himself with his usual grace in a wooden armchair across from Rigel’s and my sofa.

      “Good afternoon, King Solis,” Verdant said.

      Solis nodded to her. “Queen Verdant. Ah—thank you, Consort Flora. Might I enquire what today’s blend is?” Solis smiled warmly at our hostess as she handed him a porcelain teacup.

      “Indeed. I selected a green tea with notes of ginger, that it might warm our inner beings in this beautiful but frigid time of winter.” Queen Flora curtsied slightly to Rime, who looked up from her cellphone game long enough to acknowledge the comment.

      I tried to discreetly shift so I wasn’t getting sweat all over the sofa pillows—so hot! “I don’t think that’s really a problem in this realm?” I asked.

      “Perhaps, but I do find the temperatures of the human world sink into my bones and stay with me, even when I visit my milder weathered Day Realm,” Solis said.

      “Indeed,” Verdant agreed. “Tea is the perfect remedy for such an issue.”

      Birch glanced at Verdant and opened his mouth—probably to insult her—but his wife passed in front of Birch in order to refill Fell’s cup, and I was pretty sure she stepped on his toe or something in the process because he abruptly shut his mouth.

      “Ginger, I feel, especially helps with such a thing,” Flora said.

      Although the tea talk was interesting, I recognized this more casual setting was hopefully going to give me the chance to ask something I’d been dying to know for months.

      “Hey, Rime.” I shifted my body to face the Winter Queen. “What are you always playing on your cellphone?”

      Rime paused, then reluctantly held out her phone. It depicted a girl dressed up in a winter parka, and a line of accessories were on display next to her. “It’s a dress up game. You play as the main character and battle others using varying clothing styles and designs, which you collect and make as you journey from land to land.”

      I stared in shock as Rime scrolled through some of the outfits, showing me everything from a cute cat themed outfit, to something more like a fairy princess.

      “Huh, wow,” I said, unable to think of anything else.

      Rime slightly lifted her chin. “I have a very extensive collection as I’ve been playing for a number of years. I enjoy it.”

      “It looks fun! All those outfits are really cool.” I backtracked fast. “I just—I mean…it’s not the kind of game I would have thought you’d play.”

      This is Rime! I assumed it would be something cut throat but elegant, like online chess or something. But maybe that’s my own prejudice? Rime should play whatever she likes—and at least this is a human developed app.

      Plus, now that I think of it, with the way the fae play dress to fit the image they want to project for the day, maybe it’s not so shocking that Queen Rime of the Winter Court likes playing dress up.

      “How did you get into mobile gaming?” I asked.

      And then the world imploded.
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      Something roared, and magic blazed across my senses before that ancient and sharp magic Chase and I had been tracking forever sliced through it, engulfing the burning magic—which I recognized as dragon shifter magic—and consuming it.

      Before I could even blink Rigel was standing. He pulled his daggers from his bracers without making a sound. “Aer,” Rigel said, and the daggers sparked to life.

      Birch and Flora turned to each other, their faces filled with unguarded horror and fear.

      “Amaranth,” Flora whispered.

      Birch jumped a coffee table and ran for the patio.

      “Flore.” I activated my charm bracelet and barreled after him, aware of a high-pitched buzzing.

      Six motorbikes were speeding across the hill the night mares and I had climbed when we’d first arrived, plowing through the field of green crops as the motors of their bikes purred. They all wore helmets and black clothes, but I was betting they were fae.

      Is this an attack on me? But why follow me to the Summer Realm?

      “There.” Flora pointed to one of the motorbikes, which had two riders—and one of them was child sized and fighting. “Amaranth!” Flora screamed, her voice brimming with anguish and terror.

      I gulped. “Amaranth—is that?”

      “Our daughter,” Birch said grimly. “Guards! Intruders!”

      Three enormous hawks appeared in the sky, their piercing screams loud enough to split clouds.

      They dove at the motorbikes, but one of the drivers raised his fist and loosened a barrier that curved over their heads, walling them off so the hawks’ claws scraped the protective spell. The magic was the same knife-like magic I’d felt earlier, but stronger and more potent.

      Bells clanged, and I saw guards emerge from the hidden inlets and rooms of the house.

      Birch ran, disappearing down the hallway as he raced to join his men, while Rime and Solis joined us at the patio.

      “They’re aiming for the forest,” Solis said. “They’ll never catch them once they reach the trees!”

      I unthinkingly clutched Rigel’s arm, leaning into him as I watched the motorbikes race through the wheat fields, making for the forest that stretched out on the other side of the palace.

      “No!” Flora grabbed the patio bannister and collapsed to her knees.

      Rime placed a hand on Flora’s shoulder, which shook as she cried.

      Something in my gut twisted. I have to help.

      “Kevin, Steve!” I shouted, hoping they’d hear me above the racket.

      My shades leaped out of the stream and gazed up at me with glowing eyes.

      I pointed at the motorbikes. “Track them—they’re heading to the forest! I’ll be right behind you!”

      The shades left—black shadows that skittered across the courtyard as they escaped into the open fields.

      I waited long enough to make sure the hawks weren’t going to bother them before shouting again. “Comet!”

      The mare tore out of the lean-to, screaming a challenge and flashing her serrated teeth.

      I glanced at the hallway Birch had run down, but I knew there was no way I’d be able to find my way. So I climbed over the patio bannister.

      A waterfall gushed directly below me, dropping into a pool of water that looked like it was maybe shin deep, but I couldn’t tell for sure since I was hanging directly over it.

      I’m going to break my neck.

      “Leila!” Skye shouted.

      I ignored her as I eased myself over the side of the patio, slowly shimmying down the bannister so I didn’t hang quite so high up over the waterfall.

      It’s fine. Totally fine. I am not, in fact, going to die from this.

      My muscles burned and shook as I dangled from my arms.

      I held my breath and let go.

      I was too scared to scream, but I breathed again in a startled gasp when I landed in the pool. The shin-high water was freezing cold, and dropping a story down jarred my legs and spine, but it didn’t hurt when I splashed my way out and climbed into the courtyard.

      “Leila, here!” Indigo chucked my helmet at me. I caught it one-handed and crammed it down on my head. I snapped the buckle in place, then took my handgun and shoulder holster from Indigo as she passed them over. I yanked the shoulder holster over my arm as I jogged toward Comet, who danced in place and rolled her yellow eyes.

      She stilled as I threw myself at her bare back, ungainly scrambling as I pulled myself up.

      “Why is it that whenever we have to go somewhere fast, you’re never wearing a saddle?” I kicked my leg over her back and sat up, digging my fingers into her thin mane.

      Comet screamed and turned in a tight circle that almost had me pitching over her side.

      “Here,” Skye snapped. Unafraid of Comet’s prancing, she got close to us and thrust my staff into my lap.

      “Thanks! Call Chase—tell him the kidnappers used that foreign magic,” I called over my shoulder as Comet pranced toward the courtyard entrance, Nebula a few steps ahead of us.

      “What? Leila—then you can’t go after them! It’s too dangerous!”

      I clamped my legs around Comet’s barrel and leaned low over her neck. It was the easiest way to twist my arms around the staff—with it leaning against Comet’s neck on one side and then her opposite flank as it crisscrossed across her body—and keep my own balance.

      The night mares picked up speed as we left the courtyard for the open fields.

      Somewhere ahead of us, at the edge of the woods, Kevin and Steve howled.

      The motorbikers weren’t quite to the forest yet, but they were already far ahead of us.

      “We’ve got to catch up!” I said.

      Nebula snorted, tucked her muzzle, then took off.

      Comet screamed as a shadow from one of the giant hawks passed over us, then she burst into a gallop.

      I’d always known the night mares were fast.

      I’d never seen another animal that could keep up with them.

      But as Comet and Nebula tore across wheat fields, their hooves digging up plants and clods of dirt, I realized we were gaining on the motorbikers. Fast.

      My stomach did a few somersaults in my gut when I glanced down and saw how fast the ground raced past.

      My eyes stung.

      I wanted to squeeze them shut, but that would be stupidly dangerous—if Comet had to make a tight turn and I wasn’t prepared I’d slide right off. And at the speeds we were going, that was dangerous—even with my helmet.

      I kept my eyes open and focused on hanging on—and not banging Comet in the head with my staff.

      Just before the six motorbikers disappeared into the forest I saw Amaranth—the little girl—flail.

      The memory of Flora’s anguished sobs burned across my shoulders. I clenched my teeth and didn’t pull back or try to slow Comet down as we closed in on the forest.

      Nebula and Comet plowed into the trees at a full gallop, their hides streaked with sweat.

      I shrank even lower over Comet’s neck, trusting the mare to choose the safest path as twigs scratched my arms and legs.

      I heard the angry scream of the hawks. They undoubtedly flew above us, but they couldn’t see what was going on through the screen of the trees.

      Off to the right, Steve and Kevin howled.

      Comet and Nebula turned in their direction, veering away from the buzz of the motorbikes as they checked their stride, avoiding trees and bushes.

      We caught up with Steve and Kevin seconds later—the shades had found some kind of hunting trail that was cleared of underbrush. They were loping down it, but they slowed—and the night mares curbed their speed—when we caught up to them.

      Judging by the purr of the bikes—which I could hear now that the wind wasn’t howling in my ears—they were unknowingly driving parallel to us.

      “Get in front of them,” I said. “We’ll circle back and face them head on. We can’t sneak and take them out one by one—we’ll risk letting them get away. And the kid might not survi—” My throat closed, and I snapped the unpleasant thought off before I could complete it.

      Comet and Nebula snorted, then took off, their hooves striking the soft turf like thunder.

      I wish it was a little darker. We could use the intimidation factor.

      The forest was dim, but there weren’t many shadows. And while I would rather die than admit I was hoping for help from my consort, my heart wasn’t nearly so prideful.

      Twice I almost lost my grip on my staff as my palms started to sweat, but I clung on through sheer determination as we passed the throaty growl of the motorbikes.

      When we got far enough in front of them the night mares cut across the forest, moving to intercept them.

      The light was a little dimmer in the heart of the forest, and the temperature seemed cooler as we raced toward the kidnappers.

      When I saw the first motorbike’s headlights I sat up and tapped the magic my staff had been spitting out since I’d taken it from Skye.

      I forged a rune, intending to raise a ward that would stretch out in front of the bikers, making them stop and change direction.

      My purple magic glowed as I channeled it into the rune, moving as quickly as I could to build something that would be strong enough.

      Nebula screamed a challenge as she and Comet slowed to a trot. To my surprise, even before I erected the ward the bikers skidded to a stop.

      “That’s her!”

      “Shoot now—take her down!”

      Shoot? I wondered bewilderedly as I activated the rune, which bloomed into a purple barrier, then almost tumbled over Comet’s shoulders when the biker closest to me pulled a gun off a shoulder holster I hadn’t noticed and shot at me.

      My ward stood steady—it didn’t even ripple when the bullets pinged on its iridescent surface.

      I was not quite so solid.

      “They’ve got guns? Wh-why? When?” I threw myself off Comet’s back and plunged my staff into the ground, hurriedly expanding my ward as some of the bikers in back started to edge toward the sides of my magic.

      Very few supernaturals fought with guns. The Drakes did, as did many werewolves, but typically fae looked down on the weapon.

      But these people wielded that specific foreign magic we’d been tracking, and now they were moving on to using guns?

      This was a trap. Amaranth was the bait.

      One of the bikers drove his bike around the side of my ward.

      Comet and Nebula were on him in an instant. Nebula crushed his bike, and Comet ripped through his black leather jacket with her unnatural teeth, digging so deep into his skin it made him scream, which I could hear even though it was muffled by his black helmet.

      They lured me out here to get me away from Rigel and the other monarchs. And now they’re going to kill me.

      I couldn’t beat six—now five—guys in the Summer Realm. And that’s probably what they were banking on.

      “Guess I’ll die—as if.”

      I stalked up to my shield and snarled—I didn’t even notice when the forest grew even darker. Wielding my magic, I started a blinding light inside the helmet of a biker who was starting to go over to the other open side of my ward while Comet and Nebula were occupied.

      The biker clawed at her helmet before ripping the thing off and chucking it away.

      I only had to glance at her face to confirm my suspicions—with her long hair, fine features, and slightly tapered ears she was most certainly a fae—and one of noble blood to boot.

      She rubbed at her eyes and staggered on the other side of my ward, coming so close I could see the zipper on her jacket. I was surprised the other bikers didn’t hit her—they were still peppering my ward with a seemingly endless stream of bullets.

      I felt my shoulder holster and the weight of my handgun in it, and I wondered.

      Can I disrupt my ward just enough to lift it up a tiny bit? I wouldn’t have to worry about getting shot—they’re not aiming for my feet.

      I dug my nails into my staff as I watched bullets ping off my solid ward.

      The bikers were starting to move again—they were going to try to creep around me.

      If I’m going to try this, I need to make a move now.

      I threw myself to the ground, ripping my gun from my shoulder holster as I fell.

      When I hit the spongy, moss covered forest floor I wracked my handgun—loading a bullet—and flicked the safety off.

      My staff half landed on top of me—I banged myself in the head with the metal moon hard enough to make me hate the Original Creep a little more in the moment. But it meant I kept contact with my artifact and I could feel my ward.

      Up. Just a hand’s width up, please.

      Moving by instinct, I retracted the ward, pulling on it instead of pushing it like I did when expanding it.

      I carefully peeled back the magic at the base, drawing it up just enough to create a small gap.

      Perfect.

      I poked my handgun under the barrier and lined up my shot—which was pretty much impossible to miss because I almost could have reached out and grabbed the lady’s boots—then took my shot.

      The biker shouted in pain and toppled to her knees.

      I lined up my second shot—this time aiming for her chest. I gritted my teeth—I’d never take pleasure in hurting people, even if it was necessary—and shot her again.

      She flopped to the ground, her muffled shouts sounding agonized.

      I considered trying another target, but handguns are not the most accurate weapon at a distance, and the rest of the bikers were pretty far back.

      As they realized what I’d done and started to aim at the ground, I slammed my ward back into place as I flicked the safety of my handgun on.

      I stood up, and my night mares rejoined me, taking up a post on either side of me.

      “Two down—that means we’re facing four. I’m feeling pretty confident in those odds, don’t you two?” I asked my night mares.

      I studied the bikers in the very back of the group.

      I don’t think I’m going to be able to lure them forward now that they know they’re not the only ones with firepower. How do I attack them, then?

      “No!” Amaranth screamed. “Stop! Look out!”

      The biker holding Amaranth—fighting with her, actually, because the little girl was resisting with everything she had—was tottering off on the very fringe of the group. I think he’d been trying to sneak around my ward, but the little girl figured out his plan.

      I saw pinpricks of crimson glow behind him, and then Kevin and Steve appeared.

      The shades yanked him off his bike and pulled him off to the side, away from the gun fire. He shouted as they bit him, but he held on to Amaranth, dragging her along with him, until Steve bit down on his wrist.

      He finally let go of the little girl, who tumbled to the forest floor.

      I was about to figure out how to put a ward around Amaranth, when to my surprise she picked herself up and ran, pumping her little arms as she raced around the side of the ward. Her face was red and wet with tears, but she fearlessly ran up to me, zipping past the terrifying night mares standing guard.

      She flung herself at my legs and clung to me, sobbing in fear.

      I heard the biker scream as Kevin and Steve pulled him into the dark shadows of the forest—which was now dim enough that the bike headlights were blindingly bright.

      That’s three down, three to go.

      My determination burned, and I had to hold back my rage that these monsters would try to take this scared little kid from her home.

      I stared at the leader in the back of the group, which was how I saw the glint of silver in the darkness of the forest.
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      Rigel stepped out of the shadows, holding a sword. He nodded when he met my gaze, then lashed out with his blade.

      Gray magic encased his target, and the biker screamed before falling in a boneless heap.

      The two remaining bikers glanced behind them and saw Rigel.

      They stopped shooting and slung their guns onto their backs, then fiddled with their bikes, revving them to get the engines roaring again.

      They’re going to run. But this is the first chance we’ve had to get some information on the enemy!

      “No!” I shouted.

      I dropped my gun and gripped my staff with both hands. By instinct, I started to form the rune required for a ward. And then, as I watched the bikers turn their bikes in opposite directions, I made a string of those runes.

      I didn’t stop to think if I could really pull it off. I channeled my magic on an impulse, taking as much as I could and forming a ring of wards that closed around the bikers.

      I activated them, and the ward sprang to life, forming a purple barrier that entirely encased them.

      One of the bikers tried to ram it, but I’d been practicing wards and barriers for months in an effort to save the Night Realm.

      My ward stood. His bike crumpled on impact.

      Holding the barrier together was a weird sensation—it was like weaving live threads of magic through my fingers. It was tough to juggle. Feeding magic equally into every section that held a rune so they remained stable made my mind feel split.

      The biker with the ruined bike groaned and dragged himself from the wreckage.

      The second biker abandoned his vehicle and tried to shoot Rigel.

      The forest was almost as dark as night. It was easy for Rigel to step into a shadow—the whole place was one enormous shadow—and step out behind the biker.

      A flash of his sword, and the biker went down.

      Rigel—his silvery hair glittering in the low light—swiveled to face the remaining biker who’d rammed my ward.

      The biker staggered backwards, but Rigel was on him in an instant.

      I sweated hard as I struggled to hold the ring of runes. One side got away from me and dropped, but it didn’t matter—Rigel had the last guy pinned.

      Rigel rested the edge of his sword on the biker’s chest. “Surrender,” he ordered.

      The biker said something—I couldn’t hear what, it was muffled by his helmet, and he was too far away to really hear—then collapsed.

      My knees shook a little—holy cow did keeping multiple runes up take it out of you, no wonder no one told me to try this—and I squinted in the darkness. “Did he pass out?” I shouted to my consort.

      “No.” Rigel turned to me, and I was surprised by the rage I saw boiling in his dark eyes. “He activated a rune that killed him.”

      “He what?” I let the wards drop. But that means we can’t get any information…

      “Are any of them alive?” I asked.

      I took a step, but couldn’t go any farther—Amaranth was still clinging to my side.

      She looked up at me, and I could see both Flora and Birch in her—it was in her heart shaped face, her button nose, and her summer-sky-blue eyes. She was slenderer and more delicate—almost fragile—than a human kid. I thought she was maybe about five or six, but I was never good at guessing ages, and fae aged slower so it was possible she was way older.

      I wanted to crouch down in front of her so I didn’t loom awkwardly above her, but she didn’t seem like she was going to let me go.

      I glanced at Rigel, but he was checking on the rest of the bikers.

      Guess I get to be the child-whisperer.

      “Hi, Amaranth,” I said, trying to sound nice. “My name is Leila. I’m friends with your mom and dad.”

      Tears still leaked out of the corners of her eyes, and snot dripped from her nose. “Mommy and Daddy don’t have any friends.”

      My heart threatened to break at the certainty in her voice.

      How screwed up is fae society that she even knows that? And why did we get to this point? This isn’t a matter of power or superiority anymore, it’s a total lack of simple kindness!

      But I could rant against fae culture later. Now I needed to get one possibly traumatized little girl back to her royal parents.

      “Well, they have friends now,” I told her. “Because they have me—though your dad might blow a gasket if you say that to his face.”

      I was hoping to get a giggle out of her. I failed.

      “What’s a gasket?” she asked.

      I need coffee. It’s been a terrible day.

      “Why don’t we head back to your place?” I asked. “You can ride with us.”

      I was starting to wonder how Rigel had reached us, when light disrupted the darkness of the forest.

      Fax, his fiery mane glowing with flickers of blue, white, and orange, picked his way through the forest.

      “Fax, darling! Come on over—you too, Nebula, Comet. And yes, Kevin and Steve,” I said.

      My animals converged on me, and I was relieved to see none of them looked injured.

      Nebula had her ears pinned, but that was a pretty normal look for her. Kevin and Steve were both panting happily, thumping their tails on the ground as they sat their rears on the mossy forest floor.

      “We’ll have to ride back. Your parents mobilized their guard, but I don’t hear anything—though we are pretty deep in the forest,” I said.

      Amaranth kept staring at me. Feeling more than a little awkward and eager to set out, I spun around to call out to Rigel. “Any luck?”

      “No.” Rigel was going through the pockets and jacket of one of the bikers. “They didn’t carry any kind of identification on them, and it seems all of them had the spell prepped in case they were caught.”

      “In other words, we still have no new information to work on?” I asked.

      “Correct.”

      I groaned for about twenty seconds.

      “I’ve sent Chase a message,” Rigel said. “Skye was talking to him on the phone and informing him of the situation when I left. He’s on his way over with Eclipse and Solstice and two squads of guards.”

      “Great. I need to get Amaranth back to Birch and Flora. Are you going to stay here and wait for Chase?”

      “No,” Rigel said. “You shouldn’t travel alone.”

      “Yeah.” I looked around the forest—which was so dark I had to wonder how much time had passed since we entered it. “It’d be pretty easy to jump me when it’s this dark.”

      Rigel laid a hand on Fax’s neck. “You say that as if it isn’t under your control.”

      “Huh?”

      “What do you mean ‘huh’?”

      “I mean I don’t know what you’re talking about?”

      “You have no idea that you made it night, even though it’s in the early afternoon?”

      “Oohh, I did that?”

      Rigel gave me a flat look. “Yes. You did.”

      “It’s not like I mean to make it night.”

      “No. You can’t possibly help flashing around enough power to change the laws of nature.”

      “Exactly! Wait—I don’t have that much power, or the Night Realm would be doing a lot better.” I felt a wet hand grasp mine—reminding me we weren’t alone.

      Focus! Stay focused!

      I squeezed Amaranth’s hand and beamed down at her. “Okay, Amaranth! Do you want to ride with me, or with Rigel?”

      Amaranth took one look at Rigel and pressed her head into my side.

      I tried not to smirk in triumph at him—winning over Rigel, who was wearing all black and looked pretty deadly, was not much of a win at all.

      “You mount up first. I’ll hand her up,” Rigel said.

      “Okay. Did you hear him, Amaranth?” I asked.

      Amaranth nodded into my side. She let me go and backed up a few steps, throwing her arms around Kevin and mashing her face into one of his ears.

      I grabbed my handgun and emptied the chamber—I didn’t like walking around with a bullet loaded, even if the safety was on—then handed Rigel my staff to hold while I got on.

      Comet waited patiently as I awkwardly scooted my way onto her back—it was a lot harder to get on her when I wasn’t greatly aided by adrenaline.

      Once I was on—not very comfortably, since the night mares were still skinny despite all the extra feed and fat supplements I’d been giving them; Comet’s knobby spine was not a super cushy seat—I took Amaranth first.

      After she was settled in front of me, I took my staff.

      Rigel shrank his sword and effortlessly leaped onto Fax’s back—I was very jealous to see he’d had the presence of mind to throw a leather strap around Fax’s neck, which gave him something to hold on to.

      As we headed back in the direction we’d come from, moving at a fast trot—I didn’t think I could hold Amaranth and my staff and keep my seat if we went any faster—the forest started to lighten up.

      Kevin and Steve led the way back, easily able to keep up with the horses at this slower pace.

      I had assumed we’d run into guards on the way, but it wasn’t until we reached the edge of the forest—where I saw the blazing blue of an afternoon sky mingle with the velvety darkness of night—that we saw anyone.

      “Queen Leila.” A captain on horseback saluted me, but her eyes were fixated on Amaranth. “I am glad to see you are all uninjured.”

      “Yeah. We’re safe,” I confirmed.

      “And the child?” the captain asked—I wasn’t sure if she knew just who Amaranth was before the kidnapping, but it was pretty difficult to miss on seeing her in person.

      “I want Mommy and Daddy.” Amaranth clutched Comet’s mane and slumped back into me.

      “Okay, Kiddo. We’re almost there—you can see their castle from here.” I pointed to the Summer Palace. “All we have to do is cross the big field and we’re there.”

      Amaranth nodded.

      I frowned up at the sky, feeling better as I watched the patch of darkness shrink—though the stars that glittered in the remaining patch seemed to shine extra bright. Three of the colossal hawks were still flying above us, marking the forest.

      “There are six…” I glanced down at Amaranth and wondered how to phrase this without upsetting her. “bodies,” I settled. “Six bodies back in the woods, with motorbikes. Please refrain from moving them. My director of security, Chase Washington, is on his way over, and I’d like him to take a look. The kidnappers used a specific kind of magic we’ve been trying to track for months.”

      “Of course,” the captain said. “We were instructed to leave things as they are until the Paragon arrives—he’s coming as well.”

      “Perfect, thanks.”

      “Indeed. I’ve already received word that your director and some guards have arrived. I believe they will be here shortly given the vehicle he brought.”

      “Ahhh, yeah, he probably brought the truck over,” I said.

      Chase had a truck in the Night Realm, and one in the mansion that he used when he needed to transport a lot of his people and quickly.

      He probably drove the one parked in the Night Realm through the gate. The night mares can make bigger gates so he could easily get in and out.

      I was ready to move on—I was sure Flora was half sick with worry—and nudged Comet forward, but stopped when I realized Rigel hadn’t moved.

      “Is there a reason why you did not move into the forest earlier?” Rigel narrowed his eyes at the captain, thinking more strategically than I had. “Even though you were mounted on horseback, you should have caught up to us.”

      “Ahh, yes.” The captain pressed her lips into a thin line. “We attempted, but in the unexpected darkness of the forest it seems we kept making wrong turns.”

      Oops?

      Rigel stared the captain down, who squirmed in her saddle. “May we escort you back to the palace?” she asked.

      “That would be great,” I said.

      I half expected the captain to try to take Amaranth, but she merely glanced at Comet, then my staff, and seemed satisfied with the princess’s safety.

      The captain gathered her squad, who rode around us as we trotted down the road that would lead us back to the castle. I noticed two of the hawks flew with us, while a third stayed soaring above the forest.

      Half of the squad peeled off when we met Chase—I waved to him to show I was fine—and followed the truck back to the forest on horseback. The rest stayed with us.

      When we stepped through the courtyard gates, I heard Flora shout.

      “Amaranth!”

      “Mommy!” The little girl kicked herself free—her heels digging into my thighs—and jumped off Comet before I realized what was going on.

      But Flora was there, catching the little girl with a surprising amount of strength considering her fragile build.

      I slid off Comet’s back and patted my mare on the neck. I glanced at the crying mother and daughter, but figured it was a moment I shouldn’t intrude on.

      I walked into the courtyard, wondering if I was going to have to grovel to Skye for forgiveness and maybe bribe her with a bottle or two of antacids, and was instead run over by Birch racing to sweep his wife and daughter up in his arms.

      I grabbed onto Comet to keep from getting tossed to the ground, and after I righted myself I glanced curiously back at the trio.

      Amaranth was smashed between Birch and Flora. I could barely see the little girl as the king and consort clung to each other and her.

      As awful as fae can be…they can love—deeply and fiercely.

      Solis was waiting with Indigo and Skye in the courtyard, his sunny expression downcast—though he straightened when he saw us.

      Skye, following his gaze, turned to look at us, and the tension in her face melted away. “You’re safe.”

      “Not from lack of trying,” Indigo said. “You ran out there after six guys! You didn’t even wait for Rigel!”

      I winced. “Yeah, I figured out it was a trap when I was in the middle of the forest.”

      Indigo snorted. “You think?”

      Skye looked ready to rip into me, but she glanced sideways at the Day King.

      “Birch and Flora’s daughter?” Solis asked.

      I jerked a thumb over my shoulder. “Safe, and with her parents.”

      Skye inspected me from head to toe. “And you?”

      “I’m fi—”

      “If you say you’re fine I’m going to load your schedule with enough work to keep you tethered to the mansion for weeks,” Skye said.

      I winced. “I wasn’t injured. Kevin, Steve, Nebula, Comet, and Rigel did most of the work.”

      Rigel and Fax stopped next to us. Rigel slipped from the sun stallion’s back and patted his neck.

      “Did you learn anything from the kidnappers?” Indigo asked.

      “No.” I stroked Comet’s sweaty side. “They all died before we could get any information out of them. One of them even activated a spell to kill himself rather than answer any questions.” I scowled, frustrated with the lack of progress.

      “Maybe Chase will uncover something,” Indigo said.

      “Not likely. Rigel went over them pretty well,” I said.

      My consort looked surprisingly…frustrated? I didn’t quite know how to interpret the emotions burning in his eyes, and the tension settling in his shoulders.

      I can understand that he’d be irritated that we didn’t get any new information, but why would he be frustrated?

      His reaction didn’t bother me per se, but it nagged at me in a way I couldn’t quite put a finger on.

      “Maybe we’ll be able to learn something once Birch figures out how they got into the Summer Realm? Assuming it’s not an inside job,” I said.

      “It almost certainly isn’t,” Rigel said.

      “What makes you say that?” I asked.

      “The kidnappers used motorbikes. Fae scorn most human tech inside the fae realm,” Rigel said.

      “Why?” I asked.

      Indigo shrugged. “The oldest fae blather on about human inventions mucking up the magic in the realm.”

      “Because that totally makes sense.” I scratched my neck and glanced at the sky, noticing the two hawks that had split off from the forest were now circling above us. “I’m still not ruling out an inside job, but based on the way the kidnappers reacted, I think I was either their main target or their secondary target as well.” I told them about the few lines the kidnappers had shouted at me, and how prepared they had seemed.

      While Skye, Indigo, Solis, and even Rigel mulled over that information, one of Birch’s servants approached us and bowed to me. “May we care for your steeds, Queen Leila?”

      “Yeah, they’re pretty sweaty. Could you hose them off, maybe?” I asked hopefully.

      “Of course.” The servant bowed slightly to the animals, then motioned to the lean-tos. “If you would step this way, please.”

      The night mares and then Fax each nuzzled my cheek before meandering after the servant. Kevin and Steve trailed behind them and were immediately presented with bowls of water, while two naiads started dumping buckets of water on Nebula, Comet, and Fax, lowering their temperature and cooling them off.

      “If they really were after you, this is a notable departure from previous attempts on your life,” Skye said, drawing my attention back into the conversation.

      “Yeah—especially the use of guns and sending actual people off on me instead of monsters,” I said. “Maybe we’ll be able to tell something once we figure out how they busted into the Summer Realm?”

      “Ah.” Solis grimaced. “I’m afraid Birch and I might have already pinpointed that, unfortunately.”

      “What do you mean ‘unfortunately’?”

      Solis gestured at the hillside path we’d ridden on. “My gate dropped me out fairly close to the home where Birch and Flora had Amaranth hidden by some very powerful spells. Given that I was running late and had the portal open, and neglected to go through it for several minutes while I was in my castle, it seems very likely the brutes used my portal to enter.”

      I unclipped my helmet, freeing my sweaty hair. “But how would they have gotten into the Day Realm?”

      Solis’s eyes darkened. “We’ve had a few unfortunate cases of…undesirables skulking around the Day Realm.”

      I felt for my gun in my holster. “Undesirables?”

      “Some monsters, and whoever summoned them,” Solis said.

      “Why didn’t you say anything sooner? Can we do anything to help?” I asked.

      “Help is unnecessary at the moment—they haven’t attacked any of my people.” Solis sighed, and the faint wrinkles around his eyes seemed to sharpen.

      “It feels like we’re just patching leaks.” I rubbed my forehead. “We can’t get ahead of whoever this is.”

      Before anyone could respond to me, the wind picked up, and shadows passed over the courtyard.

      I held my arms in front of my face—trying to shield myself—as I peered up at the sky.

      Birch’s giant hawks were coming in to land.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Leila

      

        

      

      

      The summer hawks cruised over the palace and were now flapping their wings to slow themselves down.

      They touched down in the middle of the courtyard, flapping their wings one last time—throwing dust in the air that stung my eyes—before they folded their immense wings against their bodies.

      I held my breath, in awe of them.

      They were so different from Fell’s griffins.

      The griffins had an exotic beauty to them, the hawks were fiercely gorgeous.

      Of course they were awe inspiring because of their size—they both were taller than me when they stood on their talon tipped feet. But they also looked beautiful.

      Their underbellies were a creamy white color with a few orange-ish feathers, but a lot of their wing feathers and the feathers on their backs were a dark brown color that had an almost glazed blue hue to them. Unlike most hawks, these guys had light hazel eyes that held more intelligence than I’d ever seen in a bird before.

      The hawks inspected the courtyard, clearly observing every person and item.

      They ignored the night mares, who ignored them in return. And although Kevin and Steve sniffed in their directions, they stayed lying down in the shallow stream they’d taken over after drinking their fill.

      The hawks continued their inspection, stopping when they reached my huddle with Skye, Indigo, Solis, and Rigel.

      The closest hawk released a screech—a long-held and almost jagged sound that made my ears ring.

      It—and the second hawk—took a few very short steps.

      Indigo squeaked—she was closest to them.

      I’d better intervene. I don’t know what they want, but I suspect I’m the only one here with animal magic.

      Most fae found plants, animals, and nature in general easier to deal with, but I had natural animal magic that made it a lot easier for me to soothe and train animals.

      I felt this magic surge up in my skin as I stepped out of our circle and approached them, holding my hands up.

      “Hello, you beautiful…boys,” I guessed. “We are not your enemy. Perhaps someone could tell Birch that?” I asked a little louder.

      Over the hawks’ sweeping tailfeathers, I saw a banshee slip out of the courtyard, hopefully to tell Birch.

      My stomach flopped in my gut when both of the hawks crowded around me, moving their heads in small, jerky motions as they scrutinized me.

      I stayed calm—that was the trick with horses, dogs, and cats, to stay calm.

      I’ve never tested it out on giant birds of prey, but let’s hope the same philosophy works.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked the hawks as they peered down at me.

      They looked at each other and one of them screeched again, almost blasting me onto my rear with the power of it, even though it wasn’t directed at me.

      Abruptly, one of the hawks leaned over and ran its ginormous, sword-sharp beak through my sweaty hair.

      Um…what?

      I stayed still, but relaxed a little—I didn’t think they were going to kill me if they were grooming me. I didn’t know a lot about hawks, but I was pretty sure they didn’t preen one another unless it was a parent with a chick.

      Yes, I’ll take being a chick any day over being a threat!

      The second hawk stooped over slightly so it could also run its beak through my helplessly tangled hair.

      Their closeness made me aware how near their beaks were to my face, and spine, and ears, and…everything. But the hawks’ touch was gentle.

      Briefly, I felt the sides of their beaks press against my scalp, and images and sensations slammed through my mind.

      The hot summer sun beating down on cool winds that smelled earthy and fresh. Moist soil squelched under my toes as crops flowered and grew. In the distance thunder rolled, and the sky stretched on as endlessly as the green fields.

      Magic as hot as the sun and as refreshing as a summer rain poured through my body, sinking into my bones.

      I staggered at the suddenness of it, leaning against one of the hawks, who patiently bore my extra weight until I got my feet underneath me.

      “That was…wow.”

      I’d felt it before, but different—once when Verdant’s stag nuzzled me, and again when the autumn griffins had given me their greeting.

      What does it mean?

      I peered up at the hawks and wondered how I could ask them, but they were apparently finished with me.

      They hopped away from me, and all the summer servants—with loads of experience—threw themselves to the ground and covered their eyes.

      The hawks took flight—bending low and then thrusting into the air and beating their wings, all of which happened so fast I blinked and almost missed it.

      They raised a wind with their wings—and flung more fine silt into the air as the breeze gusted across the courtyard—and veered away from the palace, flying out over the green fields.

      I watched long enough to see them meet up with the third hawk that circled over the forest.

      “What was that?” Rigel asked.

      I ruefully ran a hand through my still snarled and sweaty hair. “I don’t know. They dropped some magic on me, though.”

      “A spell?”

      “No. It’s too light for anything specific like that.” I considered their dark silhouettes against the blue sky—the last patch of night had faded before we’d even made it back to the courtyard. “It felt similar to the way the night mares marked me with their magical essence. Do you know why they would do that?”

      Rigel was silent for a few moments. “No,” he said. “And I’ve never heard of animals from other Courts doing anything like this.”

      “Do you think that’s a good thing or bad thing?”

      Rigel studied me, his black eyes lightening slightly. “I can’t imagine it would be anything but good.”

      “That’s what I was hoping for—obviously,” I said. “But I know so little about fae-isms you never knew, they might be death marks or something.”

      Rigel stared unblinkingly at me.

      “Okay, I didn’t think that,” I confessed. “But it did occur to me it might be the magical equivalent of backwashing on me.”

      “You are a strange, bizarre queen,” Rigel finally said.

      I grinned and elbowed him. “And I’m all yours, Faebae!”

      We both froze at my old nickname for him that I had trotted out whenever I particularly wanted to freak people out.

      For a moment I wondered. Maybe there was hope. Maybe I could reach him—

      Rigel looked past me, and his eyes darkened.

      When I turned around I saw Fell and Verdant emerging from the hallways of the palace to greet Solis.

      What would be upsetting about that?

      I was going to ask Rigel, but he was already moving away from me, moving to the pergolas where he checked on our mounts.

      I sighed and swung my helmet, which still dangled from my fingers.

      Maybe someday—if Rigel ever lets me.
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      “Everyone should probably drink a healing potion once we’re done here.” I swept a pile of glass into the stall shovel Linus was holding. “Because there is a good chance this place is diseased.”

      Linus walked the shovel of glass over to one of the trash cans and dumped it in. “Human diseases can’t survive in the fae realm.”

      “Yeah?” I peered around the dilapidated ballroom—at least I thought that’s what we were in—with suspicion. “It seems to me like there are plenty of fae diseases that could survive a place like this.”

      For the first time since I’d set eyes on it, the place was lit up—everyone working on the cleanup efforts had each cast the magic for several of the little light orbs so we could see what we were doing in the persistent darkness of the Night Realm.

      I could finally see the details of the ballroom that had previously been muted by the shadows. For instance, I’d previously assumed the floor was tiled—joke’s on me! The busted tiles on the ground had actually fallen from the ceiling! The flooring in the center of the ballroom was as smooth and endless as a still lake, but its surface was scuffed and covered in dirt and grime.

      And with the lights floating around, I could see the ceiling, where a few skeletons of chandeliers remained, and—more importantly—I could finally see the tops of the immense, nearly floor to ceiling windows which was how I found out each window was topped with star ironwork, and any windows that enveloped a door had crescent moons over them.

      This place must have been beautiful once upon a time.

      That sounded gag-worthy wistful to me. I made a few extra strong sweeps across the floor to make up for it.

      Linus lined himself up for another shovelful of glass shards. “Any news on the assailants in the Summer Realm?” he asked.

      “Not much. Birch confirmed they weren’t from the Summer Court, and all the other monarchs—including the smaller Seelie and Unseelie Courts—say they don’t belong to their Courts, either.”

      “And they’re not from the Night Court,” Linus said.

      “Right,” I confirmed. “Which means they aren’t from the Midwest—which implies a slew of possibilities—or someone is playing fancy word tricks and is lying.”

      “Which do you believe?” Linus asked.

      I leaned on my broom. “I don’t know. I’d like to think they really are from a different region. But then they were either hired for this specific job or…”

      “Someone from outside the Midwest is targeting you,” Lord Linus said. “Sounds like that organization the Paragon mentioned may really be behind it all.”

      “Yeah, probably.” I was extra glad for my thick, rubber soled boots when I shuffled to the side and heard glass crunch under my feet. “The Paragon was going to look into the magic. He thought he might have a possible lead.”

      “He knows who’s using it?” Linus asked.

      I swept more glass into a pile. “No. But he thought he knew someone who could tell what kind it is. He was going to try talking to them—but he didn’t seem hopeful that they’d give him an answer.”

      “Who would see answering a question from the Paragon as optional?” Linus asked.

      “Pretty curious, huh?”

      “Pretty frightening,” Linus corrected.

      “I’m too far gone to be frightened by this point,” I said. “Living in a constant state of adrenaline has numbed my feelings. I am so zen, I could teach a yoga class.”

      Linus ferried another shovelful of glass to the trash. “At least you have the energy to give sass. It’s when you’re quiet that we know we’re in trouble.” He winked. “But, of course, I would not have my bold and brave daughter any other way! Evil doers beware of her fierce…fierceness!”

      “Hah!” I wrinkled my nose at Linus, then tried to scrub at a persistent dirt spot that had somehow gotten mashed into the flooring.

      My relationship with Linus had gotten…better.

      I still didn’t agree with what he’d done, but I could understand why he’d done it. And, yeah, now I finally got why Mom didn’t hate his guts like I always thought she should.

      Plus, now that he wasn’t making vague statements about gambling and debts or trying to act like an idiot in front of me, I found him a good 75% less stupid and about 81% more devious than I’d previously given him credit for.

      There was a crash, and I looked up in time to see Azure rescuing Eventide from a fallen candelabra. When the pair had started cleaning they had decided to brush cobwebs off the lower walls, and now they were sweeping up the fallen webs and sediment. And apparently avoiding violent-minded light fixtures.

      “Are you okay?” I called to my butler and chauffeur/mechanic.

      “We’re fine,” Azure assured me as Eventide brushed cobwebs from his curly hair.

      I gave them a thumbs up, then did a quick room inspection. “We’re almost finished with sweeping up the glass, finally.”

      “It only took us two, maybe three hours?” Linus said.

      “Yeah, this room is annoyingly large.”

      Linus brandished his shovel at me. “But now we’ll get to sweep glass out on the patio—what a change of scenery! We can watch the gardeners cry as they attempt to revive the dead gardens.”

      “Dusk and Dawn were going to help them,” I said. “They’re dryads. If anyone can bring those dead bushes back, it’s going to be those two.”

      “Queen Leila?”

      I spun around just in time to see Skye—carrying a giant, cracked porcelain vase—enter the ballroom.

      Lord Dion—Rigel’s friend who was very persistently trying to romance Skye and had been failing terribly for months—was right behind her. “Skye, I insist you let me carry that for you,” he said.

      Skye ignored the red-haired fae lord. “The abandoned conservatory has been cleared out. It is advised no one enters it for the remainder of the cleanup day. A pixie set off a potion that will permeate the air and hopefully make the glass walls easier to clean. They are currently coated in grime no amount of elbow grease will undo.”

      “Great. Did we ever get a dwarf to come in and look at the structural integrity of the place?” I asked.

      Skye shifted the vase in her grasp. “Yes. He reported that although the palace ‘looks like a deathtrap’ it seems magic is holding it together quite well, and there are no safety problems. He said he could quote us for repairs, but thinks we should wait and give the palace another year or two to self-heal.”

      I wearily looked outside at the endless night—although the sky was gorgeous I was sick of the moon/star/night theme between the mansion décor and coming to the Night Realm all the time. It was starting to lose some of its charm.

      “You know,” I said, “I’d like this place a lot more if we installed an espresso machine or something.”

      “There’s no electricity,” Skye reminded me.

      “Ahh yes. Never mind. This place is the worst.”

      Lord Dion pulled back, scandalized. “You can’t mean that, Queen Leila.”

      “She totally does,” Linus said.

      “I do,” I agreed.

      Linus set his shovel and peered around the ballroom. “Now that I think about it, after sweeping an endless amount of shattered window glass, I’m not very fond of it myself.”

      “Preach it,” I said.

      Lord Dion looked pained. “Ahh, yes. I see you two not only share physical similarities, but twisted senses of humor as well.”

      “We’re not trying to be funny,” I said.

      Linus nodded approvingly. “But some hatred is so strong it can be inherited.”

      I clasped my hands around the pole of my broom. “That gives me hope that one day I’ll spawn a child who hates the Original Creep—I mean King—as much as I do!”

      Lord Dion choked.

      Skye, however, didn’t even bat an eye—or get out her mint tin like my blasphemy would have inspired her to just a few months ago.

      “Skye, you let them talk like this?” Lord Dion asked.

      “If you can’t handle them then you have no business trying to insert yourself in my business.” Skye bowed to me, then strode from the room, still toting the cracked vase, with Lord Dion trailing behind her.

      “I was cheering for him,” I said. “But I’m no longer convinced he could survive her life.”

      “Too weak as he stands. He needs to toughen up,” Linus said. “But there is another couple I have greater hopes for.”

      “Oh?” I started sweeping glass again, until Linus jutted his chin across the room.

      Chase was carrying two of the very full trash bins out of the mansion without breaking a sweat—werewolf strength at its finest—and Chrysanthe scurried behind him, toting a box of trash bags. Muffin was trotting behind her, batting at the trash bag that hung out of the box whenever the fae lady stopped.

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “They’d work. He’s too oblivious to let her push him around, and she’s so smitten she’s awkward instead of covering up her typical fae blank expressions. But I don’t know how she’s going to get him to look at her.”

      “You think he’d never consider her?”

      “I think he’s too much of a workaholic to consider anyone!”

      “Ahh. True. Maybe if she joined as a guard?”

      I paused. “You know…that’s actually probably a good point. I bet that would help.”

      “You should tell her,” Linus said.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Why? You aren’t betting on their relationship for show, are you?”

      Linus laughed. “No, no. But if Lady Chrysanthe joined your personal guard, Lady Demetria might kick the bucket out of shock, and I’ve never liked that old hag.” He scooped up another shovelful of glass and trotted to a different nearly-full trash bin. “Speaking of romantic endeavors, where is your consort while you’re toiling away?”

      “He’s around,” I said. “Chase told me he asked him to patrol. Chase was half afraid someone might try to attack us while we’re here. I saw him earlier—he was watching Lady Korrina and Lord Gaios who were scouting out the hallways on the second floor.”

      While I’d told Skye to make a formal announcement that we were going to begin some cleaning efforts in the Night Realm, I hadn’t expected anyone besides my servants to show up for the first work day.

      To my surprise, a number of common fae—including all the members of the Courtly Night Acting Troupe—and even a few nobles came and really went for it with the cleanup efforts.

      “I suppose it’s not a bad thing to have an ex-assassin skulking around the palace since it’s public knowledge you’re here.” Linus’s mask of good humor cracked, showing the glower underneath, but he shrugged and righted his expression almost immediately.

      “You don’t like him?”

      “I’d have no personal quarrel with him—if he wasn’t married to you,” Linus said. “How much longer, do you think, until Indigo finishes making refreshments?” It was a very obvious change in topics, but I wasn’t psyched with the idea of chatting to Linus about my relationship with Rigel, so I very gratefully accepted the switch.

      “Probably in half an hour? She said she was going to make tea and enough scones and finger sandwiches for a Hobbit teatime,” I said. “She’ll let Chase know when she’s done. He’ll send the night mares over to the mansion to pick her up and bring her back here.”

      A familiar rumble crashed through the castle, and my heart dropped to my toes.

      No.

      I tossed my broom aside and sprinted to the corner where my staff leaned against the wall. I swiped it up, then jumped through one of the empty windows and almost skidded out when I hit the patio.

      I stared across the dead gardens and the shadowy realm—which was dimly lit by the silvery moon.

      In the far distance I could see the ward that guarded our small realm, protecting it from the toxic miasma that had covered the fae realm since the elves had died out.

      The ward was a beautiful pale yellow color that reminded me of a full moon…and it was flickering.

      “The ward is failing!” I shouted.

      The night mares screamed, and one of them—Solstice—appeared at the base of the patio stairs.

      I rushed down the stairs as the fae around me started to panic, and I heard shouts of alarm from inside the castle.

      I ignored the noise—I had to get to the ward as fast as possible and try to supplement it with my own power.

      Solstice had thankfully maneuvered himself to the stairs as close as possible, making it easier to get on him—which was a bigger deal than it sounds like because he was the largest of my night mares.

      I squirmed my way onto his back and arranged my staff the same way I had when chasing after Amaranth’s kidnappers—with the metal moon pressed against his neck and the staff crossing over his back in front of me so I could balance it on his flank.

      Once I threaded my hands in his mane, I hunkered down. “Go! Let’s go!”

      Solstice was off like a shot, barreling through the darkness of the Night Realm.

      I hope he has better night vision than I do.

      I already wasn’t thrilled about riding without a helmet or saddle, but doing that while essentially blind?

      I hate this place!

      I heard other hoofbeats and snorts. Peering through the night, I could see Twilight, Blue Moon, and Eclipse had joined us. Their pale yellow eyes made them easy to spot in the shadows of the realm.

      I thought I heard the mournful call of Kevin or Steve behind us, and an angry scream from Whiskers or Muffin, but the glooms and shades didn’t stand a chance catching up with us when the night mares were booking it like this.

      The wind whipped through my hair, and twigs and branches snagged on my clothes as Solstice galloped through the realm.

      Clutching my staff and clinging to Solstice, I watched the sputtering barrier grow closer and closer.

      Please hold on—just long enough for us to get there. This time I have my staff—I can hold the line!

      Solstice bolted through a thicket of skeletal trees, and when we popped out on the other side the ward was so close we almost slammed into it.

      Solstice whipped around, his hooves digging trenches in the ground, and barely avoided the magical barrier.

      I slipped off his back as the other night mares joined us. Eclipse reared at the barrier and screamed at it, while Blue Moon snorted and pawed the ground and Twilight squealed.

      Huge runes constructed the frame of the barrier, and pale magic stretched from symbol to symbol, forming a wall that should have been solid. But through the flickering magic, I could see the utter ruin on the other side of the barrier, where the ground was blackened, and not even dead grass remained.

      The Night Realm was in pretty rough shape, but at least there still was some plant and animal life. On the other side of the barrier? There was only death.

      Whether the magic was starting to fail because so many years had passed as the toxic waste on the other side wore away at it, or because magic was dying off, the wards weakened and needed to be supplemented to keep the toxic forces on the other side from getting in.

      I hadn’t yet been able to stand my ground when the wards failed. Last time they’d weakened we’d lost acres of land.

      But not this time. Now I have my staff, and I can channel my magic way faster. I’m going to stop it!

      I slammed my staff into the ground and slapped my free hand onto the yellow barrier—which was warm and pulsed under my fingertips.

      Magic poured through the staff and around me, and I channeled it into the barrier. What started as a splash of my purple magic on the yellow ward quickly became a flood.

      I poured my magic so quickly into the sputtering runes I could see it gush down the length of the ward like river rapids.

      Yes! I can do this! I can finally protect this place!

      I breathed deeply and pushed more magic into the ward. The wall was now mostly purple as far as I could see…and I felt the barrier start to rumble under my palm.

      “No, no, no! You can’t fail—how can you fail? Isn’t this enough?”

      My staff filtered so much magic, it was turned hot. I pressed my body into the barrier, trying to feed it with even greater efficiency.

      As the barrier rumbled against me, flickering despite my purple magic stretching out around the dome the ward made, my skin prickled from the contact.

      I can’t charge the runes any faster than this. It’s physically impossible!

      An arm sliced through my vision, and I screamed in shock.
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      It took me a few seconds to realize I recognized the arm—or rather I recognized the black sleeve and the bracer that covered the arm—and I peered up at Rigel’s face.

      Gray magic spiraled out from his palm, and his dagger—one of the hidden ones from his bracers—glowed as he channeled magic through it.

      Relief that I had help, that I wasn’t in this alone, coursed through my body. I dragged more magic from my staff, and poured more and more into the failing barrier.

      How can it need so much? Is the barrier holding on by a thread?

      My teeth rattled in my head as the ward pulsed, and my purple magic mixed with Rigel’s gray magic.

      Come on! Work—please! We can’t lose any more ground!

      The night mares screamed, the magic was turning my senses numb, and the barrier started flickering.

      Rigel stepped away from the barrier and grabbed my wrist, dragging me after him.

      “No, we have to stop it!” I shouted.

      “We can’t,” Rigel grimly said.

      The wall started collapsing inward, and I cried as if my heart was being torn in two.

      I failed again! How much land will we lose because of me?

      Rigel dragged me through the trees as the ground trembled and the wall shrank, giving up precious feet to the toxic air on the other side.

      The runes ground to a halt about halfway through the thicket of trees and glowed once again, reviving the barrier.

      Waves of my purple magic still pulsed up and down the ward, and I was relieved the barrier hadn’t shrunk as much as it had the previous time.

      But we still lost land—something we can’t afford.

      My legs shook, and I abruptly sat down as I stared at the barrier, my failure eating away my gut.

      Even with my staff—and after months of additional practice—I’d failed.

      Is it me? Is it because I’m half fae that I’m not complete enough to hold it together?

      Tears spilled from my eyes, tracing scorching paths down my cheeks, but I could only stare at the wall in a numb mixture of hopelessness and despair.

      This is the one thing that matters most—to keep the realm functioning for my Court. They need to visit the Night Court to recharge their magic. But if I can’t hold on to the land…

      My breath rattled, and I held in a sob.

      Rigel finally released my wrist so I wasn’t holding it above my head, and I was dimly aware when Muffin and Whiskers arrived—they twined around me, purring deeply and pressing close.

      Even as I threw my arms around Muffin’s neck, I felt like a poor imitation of a queen.

      A real monarch would be able to protect their people.

      But I had failed. Again.

      Why? Why can’t I fix this? What is wrong with me? I could destroy my own Court if I don’t figure this out!

      I blinked the tears away when I heard Skye shout. “Leila?”

      “Here,” I croaked.

      I made myself stand up, but I couldn’t even look at Rigel or any of the night mares.

      Rigel didn’t say anything. He sheathed his dagger and stepped back into the shadows.

      I ran my fingers through Muffin’s greasy fur as I tried to figure out how I was going to tell Skye—who had stood beside me since my second day as queen—that I’d failed the Court, and her.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t think my misery could get any worse that day.

      How naïve.

      In an attempt to do something useful instead of just mope for the rest of the day—which was what I was likely going to do otherwise—I finally went through some of the books Skye had gathered in my study for me—the ones I’d asked her to gather about past monarchs and anything that might talk about the magic that made our realm work.

      I dragged a stack of the books out to the stables for a more comfortable reading experience. Yes, I made sure I only took copies, I didn’t want Skye guzzling a bottle of antacids, after all.

      I dragged one of the shades’ many beds in front of Fax’s and Eclipse’s stalls.

      Barbra, Larry, and Bob piled around me. Even though it was still icy cold, I was quite warm in the heated barn with the warm shades curled around me.

      I absently petted Bob as I turned a page in my book.

      Most of them were about specific fae monarchs, which meant I had to go through them individually because apparently, although the fae were willing to make picture books about manners and Court life, no one had thought to write a handy guide to monarchs and their magic.

      I did find a tiny book in the stack that talked about half fae. It was about the size of my hand and laughably thin, and whoever wrote it was full of fae superiority to the point that everything they wrote came off really condescending and was pretty much useless.

      “…inferior blood lines of any half fae greatly reduces their potential power base, due to the dilution of fae blood. They are significantly less skilled in magic, often are not even capable of creating a basic glamour and—perhaps the greatest illustration of their middling power—will not have fae wings, even if one of their parents is noble born, however unlikely it is that a noble would lower themselves to such a union…” I stopped reading to stare at the book.

      “Woah—talk about being seriously pompous and all around awful,” I said.

      I read the line again—because being mad at a long dead pompous fae for being unbelievably rude was a lot easier than thinking of how I’d lost land in the Night Realm. Again.

      My eyes ached from crying, but I read on, carefully turning a page when I got to the end of the paragraph.

      I skimmed over lines and started flipping through pages, hoping for something more specific.

      I’d already known half fae didn’t have wings, that wasn’t a shocker. But I wanted to find out if there was something that was holding me back from fully powering the wards.

      I had a lot of magic—the staff made that part easy—but I didn’t think magic practice was going to improve things very much.

      If I could figure out the problem, though, I’d be able to overcome it.

      “Half fae are weak, blah, blah, blah, half fae can’t compare to a full blooded fae, blah, blah, blah. Ugh, this guy doesn’t say anything helpful ever!”

      I shut the book and tossed it onto my “already read it” pile.

      I rubbed my forehead, then grabbed a new book from the tall stack. “What do we have here? The history of the First Night King—ewwww.”

      I nearly flung it back on the pile, but as much as I hated the guy, I doubted it would be any worse than the small book written by the half-fae-hater.

      “I should be able to skim this one, anyway. Skye made me read so many books about this guy. What do you think, Fax?” I peered up at the glittering sun stallion.

      He draped his neck over his stall door and affectionately lipped the top of my head.

      I reached up and brushed his cheek, then settled down to flip through the book, smiling when Bob wriggled around and rested his giant head on my lap.

      In flipping through the book, I discovered it was a jumble of journal entries and personal letters from fae who were alive when the original Night King ruled and was in the process of passing a bunch of his stupid/supposedly power checking laws. It even included several personal letters written by the Original Creep himself.

      The back half of the book was basically one long hero-worshipping summary written by a scholar about a century ago, who clearly had a thing for the long dead Original Creep.

      “This looks like the typical stuff Skye made me memorize—some very thin explanations for some of his more idiotic laws, fangirling over his personal life, blah, blah, blah. Oh, this might be new. Here, listen to this.”

      I stroked Bob’s head, and across the aisle from me, my night mares listened with perked ears.

      “Ahem. ‘Because of the Original King’s hard work, the Night Court was one of the best positioned Courts in the world—and most certainly in the northern hemisphere—when the elves died out and their magic was lost to the world. It is only because of the structure he left as his legacy that the fae Courts survived as well as they have…’ Yeah, right. What a joke!” I shook my head in disgust. “If his laws helped, why did the fae turn on one another? Plus the author never actually mentions which of his laws were helpful. Delusional, I’m telling you guys.”

      Barbra groaned and stood up, turned in a circle about five times, then sat down again, leaning against my outstretched leg.

      “Let’s see what else they try to justify, shall we?” I asked Eclipse as she hung her head over her stall door and breathed her sulphureous breath at me. “Skip, skip, skip—oh, this oughtta be rich. ‘Although curious at first glance, the Original King’s requirement of marriage before a monarch could be crowned is genius. It keeps the monarch from manipulating the members of their Court in hopes of achieving matrimony, and it exists so the monarch might have a chance of marrying for true love.’ In what way does it help true love? You basically have to get hitched within a few months of finding out you’re the next monarch. As if you can fall in true love that fast!”

      Bob nosed me, so I continued. “Oh—the delusions keep on going! ‘The marriage rule combined with the decision that the night mares select the next ruler made the Night Court one of the most progressive Courts of its time because the monarch could marry outside the Court—or possibly even marry a different type of supernatural or a human. This was—and continues to be—disallowed by all Courts that have direct lines of inheritance because any half fae will lack the necessary magic and connection to fully support a realm.’”

      I paused and reread the sentence.

      Wait, marrying anyone besides a fae wasn’t allowed by Courts that have lines of inheritance…because half fae lack the magic and connection to fully support a realm.

      A chunk of ice formed in my gut, and the cold spread from there, making my blood freeze and turning my lips numb.

      “Does that mean…the Night Realm will never recover? Because of me?”

      I reread the sentence about a dozen times, then read the whole page before doubling back and reading the paragraph.

      There was nothing more about a half fae’s inability to become a monarch than that one throw away sentence.

      I had never heard of a half fae ruler before I was crowned. Maybe this is why.

      I set the book aside and yanked my phone from the pocket of my jacket, my fingers shaking so badly I fumbled and almost dropped my phone on Bob’s head.

      I hurriedly found the Paragon’s phone number and called him.

      Since I hadn’t heard from him since Amaranth’s kidnapping he was probably still trying to wring information out of that mysterious contact of his, but I needed to know.

      “Come on,” I whispered as the phone rang. “Pick up!”

      The phone clicked, and his voicemail message blasted in my ear.

      I hung up, and tried dialing again, and again.

      Anxiety clawed at my throat, and I was starting to shake as I realized just how bad this was.

      If the book was right, I’d never be able to stop the wards from failing, and the Night Realm would never change from the awful state it was currently in.

      Shortly after I became queen, I had decided I was going to be the white knight that saved the Court from itself. And while I had improved the culture, in the end being the Queen of the Night Court might lead it to destruction.

      The line clicked when it finally picked up. “Queen Leila, I apologize but I’m a bit occupied—”

      “Is the reason why I’m not able to hold the wards in the Night Realm because I’m a half fae?”

      “…what?” The Paragon sounded confused. That was hopefully a good sign.

      “I lost more land in the Night Realm today when the wards failed, even though I flooded the barrier with my magic. I was reading up to see if there was something about the wards that I didn’t know or understand, and I found a book that says half fae can’t inherit a throne because they won’t have the magic or connection required to support a realm. What does that mean?” I knew I sounded hysterical, but I was desperately afraid for my Court.

      The only way for a new monarch to be selected is if I die! If I can’t support the Night Realm, there’s no way out of this, except for everyone to hope I’m not as long lived as a regular fae and pray that the wards hold long enough for a new monarch.

      A part of me thought the Paragon would laugh at me.

      He’d always told me I was expecting too much of myself—and if this was a real probability he would have known it was an issue when I was first crowned, wouldn’t he?

      But the Paragon was silent.

      In fact, he was quiet for so long, I actually had to look at my phone to make sure the call hadn’t disconnected.

      “Paragon?” I asked.

      He sighed.

      I clutched my phone, my palms turning sweaty as I waited for him to answer.

      “I’d wondered,” he finally said. “You have so many of the positive traits of both races, and very few of the negatives. You have the fae beauty, human kindness, fae intelligence and natural magic, but you can lie and you don’t have to visit a realm to survive.”

      “And?” I asked.

      “I’d wondered if that lack of need—that you can survive just fine without needing to visit a fae realm to refuel—meant you wouldn’t be able to fully connect with the Night Realm. But an incredibly powerful artifact chose you, and you’ve proven you have a vast amount of power. I assumed it wasn’t an issue.”

      I swallowed hard, and my eyes filled with tears.

      “Truthfully, Leila, you have turned your Court around. It’s in a better condition now than it’s been in decades. The fact that you’ve seen no change to the Night Realm is an indicator that something is wrong. You can ask Solis or any of the other monarchs for more information, but they feel a tie to their realm. A special sort of connection. Do you?”

      “No,” I whispered. “When I use my staff in the realm I can feel wild magic, and my Court, but that’s it. But I have brought the Night Realm into the human realm and the Summer Realm.”

      “Yes, but that is not so much a testament to your connection with your realm as it is an expression of your personal amount of power.”

      My hope that I was wrong started to crack. “It’s the connection that’s the real problem, then? Not power?”

      “Yes. It’s your personal connection with the Night Realm that would change the realm. You use magic power to supplement the wards when they fail, but you need a connection with the realm to ground it.”

      More silence—a smothering kind that threatened to choke me.

      “It is probable,” the Paragon continued, “that the book is right. But—Leila—listen to me. This does not mean it’s the end of the Night Court. There are ways to supplement your connection. Some artifacts might help, or perhaps you’ll need some of your people to support you when the wards fail. But this is not a hopeless situation.”

      “Really?” I wiped tears from my face and tried to keep my voice steady. “Because it feels pretty hopeless.”

      “For someone as independent and competent as you I imagine it might feel so. I’m sorry you’re being forced to reckon with this—a thing that is entirely out of your control. But we will find a way. It may take some years, but I am confident a solution can be found.”

      Years? We don’t have years!

      I wanted to scream, but I needed to be mature about this. None of this was the Paragon’s fault. And in a twisted way, I was glad he confirmed what the book said. It was better knowing what the problem was than slowly being driven mad by my inability to save the realm and not knowing why.

      Now I knew. It wasn’t a personal failing: it was a foundational thing about who I was.

      I cleared my throat again, aware I needed to cut this conversation off before I burst into tears. “Do you really think there’s a solution, or are you just saying that?”

      “For you? Yes, I think there is a solution—because your Court won’t turn on you. They respect you, and if you need help they will lend it. Other rulers don’t have that luxury.”

      Yeah, well other rulers don’t need help.

      “Thank you—and thanks for taking my call.”

      “Yes, I’m glad you were persistent. I’ll let you know when I have news about the unknown magic. Until then!”

      I tapped the screen to end the conversation, then let my phone fall onto the dog bed I was sitting on.

      Barbra licked my face and whined, and Larry scooted closer until he was practically sitting in my lap.

      As the tears started to come, I felt Fax press his muzzle into my head again, but all I could think of was how I was failing everyone…and wonder how on earth was I going to tell everyone.
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      It was quiet again. I’d heard her sobbing on and off through the night—the noise was muffled. Not just because I was listening through the door; I was fairly certain she was pressing her hand to her mouth in a desperate bid to keep her cries in.

      When did she last make a noise? I glanced at the clock. It was just past two in the morning. I thought I’d last heard her move about twenty minutes ago.

      The light’s off. I stared at the crack under the door between our rooms, which was pitch black. But that doesn’t mean anything. She’s had it off all night.

      I cleaned one of my swords with a thin piece of rice paper as I pondered what I should do.

      She’d been upset that she’d failed to stop the barrier from shrinking. To her it didn’t matter that we’d only lost a little land; she expected a perfection from herself that no one from our Court would hold her to.

      And she’s probably torturing herself with her self-perceived failure right now, and the discussion she had with the Paragon.

      She’d informed us—Chase, Skye, Indigo, Chrysanthe, Linus, and myself—of her conversation with the Paragon, and that as a half fae she lacked the necessary connection to the Night Realm to get it to change.

      Skye and the others had rallied around her—assuring her they’d help find a way for the realm to survive—but the news was still too new to Leila. It was no small wonder she was upset as she was.

      I glanced at the door again. It’s still quiet. Has she finally fallen asleep?

      A tiny hiccup—one so quiet I almost didn’t hear it—poked the silence.

      I frowned and sheathed my sword. No, she’s still awake.

      I set my sword down and padded up to the door between our rooms.

      Do I try reaching out? She needs companionship, but I’m fairly terrible at that. And I’m not certain I have a right to offer it.

      It hadn’t bothered her before, though, when she sought me out and slept in my room previously. Except now she was in the depths of unhappiness, and she’d never even stepped close to the barrier between our rooms.

      My two month absence did more damage than I calculated.

      I shifted my weight to the balls of my feet.

      Approaching her like this meant getting closer to her. I’d known for a long time she’d become the most important person in my life—that was why I’d left and tried to track her wretched enemy.

      But since she said she loved me, I’d been trying to keep some distance between us. Because she deserved better than a blood-stained assassin—and I didn’t know if I could even let her in.

      I hadn’t let anyone in since the death of my family. The risk—of loss or betrayal—was too great.

      I’ve been guarding her from the shadows—where my sins won’t stain her. But she needs more. But what can I do? I can’t love like she can.

      Another hiccup, and I opened the door without considering the consequences.

      Her room was darker than mine—I had a dim light on where I’d been working on my weapons. Leila didn’t have any.

      It took my eyes a moment to adjust and espy her sitting on a dog bed, leaning against one of her shades—Steve, the female with the gray front paws.

      I took a step inside Leila’s room, and one of the glooms—who were lingering around Leila’s bed—hissed.

      I paused. “Leila?”

      As I’d guessed, Leila had her hands pressed over her mouth, fighting to keep her sobs in. She stared at my feet and took two ragged breaths before she was able to speak. “Sorry, Rigel. Am I keeping you up?”

      I took another step forward and glanced at the gloom—Whiskers.

      The oversized cat flicked his tail and pointedly looked away from me.

      Apparently I have permission.

      I approached my miserable queen. “The state the realm is in isn’t your fault. Your blood isn’t something you can control.”

      “No. But I’ll never be able to protect the Night Realm—which my people desperately need.” Her voice was rough like sandpaper from all the crying.

      She’s overworked and exhausted. She needs to sleep. But I don’t think she’s going to forgive herself anytime soon. She’ll stay up just out of misery.

      The curtains on her windows were still drawn, letting the shining light of the moon—reflecting off the thick blanket of snow that covered the lawn—seep into the room.

      By that light, I could see the watery trail of her tears.

      Leila was incredibly strong. She’d held out against the manipulations of the Night Court and refused to back down when the other monarchs had hounded her.

      But it seems like she’s finally reached a breaking point.

      The urge to help her was relentless, but what could I do? She was never going to forgive herself, no matter how I tried to reason with her.

      Abruptly, I remembered her warmth back before things were…complicated between us, when she’d sleep in my bed and burrow under my blankets and half hide under me as if she believed I could protect her from the world.

      Maybe, I can at least give her rest.

      I padded back to my room and collected a set of daggers, a sword, a handgun, and a spear—when sleeping it was always best to have multiple methods of defense on hand as it was your most vulnerable moment and the time when your enemies were most likely to strike.

      I shut off the light, then carried my weapons into Leila’s bedroom.

      She blinked in confusion as she watched me carefully arrange my weapons—I slipped the daggers under the pillow I was claiming for myself, put the spear on the ground and leaned the sword against one of the pillars of her canopy bed.

      I was trying to decide where the best place to hide the handgun would be, when Leila finally gave in to the curiosity that sparked beneath the misery in her eyes.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Getting ready to sleep,” I said.

      “W-what?”

      I tried to lighten the moment—saying anything emotional would be wandering into dangerous territory that I didn’t know how to handle. “You have your bedtime routines. This is mine.”

      I settled on putting the handgun on a nightstand directly by the bed. Hiding it would have been better, but I always preferred a sword and dagger over a gun anyway.

      Finished, I turned back to Leila.

      Her eyebrows were furrowed. “But…that’s your bedroom.” She pointed to the open door.

      I nudged the door shut. “You’re allowed to invade my bedroom at your leisure, but I cannot choose to sleep in your room? My Queen, those are double standards.” I paused. “Unless, it makes you uncomfortable?”

      “No.” Leila stood up and brushed dog hair off her clothes—lounge pants and a long-sleeved t-shirt I knew Indigo had been trying to pry from her wardrobe since the beginning of fall.

      Leila rubbed her arms and ventured closer to the bed.

      I watched, not certain what to say—or what I should do.

      Previously, when she needed comfort, Leila had acted on her own.

      But that changed after I broke her trust when I left.

      I wished I could tell her who was after her—I burned to eliminate them myself.

      “I didn’t leave because I wanted to,” I said abruptly.

      Leila plopped down on her bed. “You’re talking about this winter? Yeah, I’ve figured you had a point behind your disappearance, even if it wasn’t for work.” She frowned. “And I know that geas keeps you from talking. But next time, I’d appreciate it if you give me an indication—a message or something—that you’re coming back.”

      I nodded.

      Leila narrowed her eyes. “I knew better than to think you’d never do that again, but sometimes the requirement of fae truth still surprises me.”

      I brushed the hilt of my sword as I tried to pick around the restraints of my geas. “The reason why I first left…as long as I live it will remain a priority.”

      “Hmm. But it wasn’t work.”

      “I didn’t leave as part of a contract,” I repeated—the geas wouldn’t let me say more than that.

      Leila traced a fingertip across her comforter. “And…are we okay?”

      “What do you mean?”

      She glanced at me, and the reflected moonlight made her bronze skin glow. “You’ve been…off ever since I told you that I love you.”

      “Ah.” I stiffened, my body automatically tensing for a fight I had no hope of understanding.

      “I don’t expect anything, you know.” She grabbed a wad of tissues and blew her nose, then shuffled off to the bathroom to throw them out. “And if you never feel the same way, that’s my problem. Not yours.”

      She turned the faucet on to wash her hands and splash water on her face.

      Whiskers bounded off after her, hefting his front paws on the counter and licking water from the faucet while Leila dried off her hands and face.

      When the cat drank its fill, Leila turned off the faucet and face planted on her bed.

      She sighed, the sound muffled by the numerous pillows and covers she was mashed into.

      “Do you think I’m incapable of love?” I asked.

      Leila peeled her face off her bed. “Nah. Fae can love. I might have thought differently at one point, but you just have to look at Birch, Flora, and Amaranth to see it’s possible. And now that I’ve heard from Linus why he left, I can even see his love—his muleheaded, stubborn love—in the way he acted.”

      “I’m an assassin,” I said, as if she needed to be reminded. “I’m not like an average fae—I’m far worse.”

      For a moment, the sadness returned to Leila’s face, and I wondered what I had said that had triggered such a terrible memory in her.

      To my surprise, she knelt on her knees and shuffled across the bed to me. “Why would you say something like that?” She peered up into my face, as if she could read my soul—who knew, maybe she could.

      “I’ve spilled blood,” I said. “A lot of it. I don’t know that any of it was innocent bloodshed, but much of it was unnecessary, and only served to make things worse.”

      She touched the side of my face. “But you regret it?” Her fingers were gentle, and I felt mildly betrayed by my usually rigid self-control when I leaned into her soft touch.

      When I gave up on my irritation, I thought of some of the truly terrible fae and supernaturals I’d killed. Yes, it was on contract, but despite what the Curia Cloisters would have humans believe, there were a great many supernaturals who were evil to the core—like humans, actually.

      “Not much of it,” I said honestly.

      “Mm, not a surprise.” Leila regrettably pulled her hand away.

      When I frowned at her—surprised at her words—she added, “In the end you’re a warrior. Hmm…no—that’s too broad a term. I know!” She snapped her fingers. “You’re like one of those ancient fae knights: wild, maybe a tad scary, but honorable.”

      “Honorable? Leila, I was an assassin.”

      “Yeah,” she agreed. “But you were never bloodthirsty. Deadly? Oh, absolutely. But you were never going to go on a killing spree, and you never go overboard spilling blood everywhere. When I first married you I knew being with you wasn’t safe because you weren’t tame. But I’ve come to learn since that you are honorable. You protect people, even when you don’t stand to gain from it. You know—like a fae knight!”

      I stared at Leila in shock.

      I can’t decide if I should be concerned for her intelligence that she sees me as a “knight,” or grateful that she’s willing to look beyond my past.

      I was waffling between the two when Leila twined her arms around my neck and leaned against me in a gentle embrace. “That’s how I see you, Rigel. Because I know you.”

      My hand hovered over her back, but I didn’t know if I should dare to touch her or not.

      Something in my chest twisted when she retreated, her hands sliding over my shoulders as she plopped back down on the bed.

      In a moment of weakness, I blurted out, “I no longer accept contracts.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m no longer available for hire,” I said. “I haven’t taken a contract since we were engaged—I knew other parties may construe my…work…as an act of war, and attack the Night Court.”

      Leila tilted her head, making her purple-blue eyes catch the light. “Is that the only reason why?”

      “No.” I glanced at my sword, then met her gaze. “It’s because you won.”

      Her forehead wrinkled in her confusion. “I won what?”

      “You destroyed the games of power the fae play. You’ve changed how the Night Court operates—you’ve even managed to stifle most of the fighting between the Courts.”

      I shifted my weight from one leg to the other. “The only way for me to survive as I wished to in the old Court was to use my power to force others to leave me alone. I didn’t enjoy it, but I was selfish enough to choose my life over others. Now…I do it only as I choose to.”

      A part of me hoped she’d read deeper into my words—that she’d somehow magically pick up on my hidden meanings and realize I’d left in an attempt to protect her.

      Sadly, I didn’t see any outward signs that she’d noticed the significance of my words.

      Of course not. She knows nothing of how I actually feel—she only knows I don’t love her.

      “I haven’t won, though. Not really.” Some of the melancholy returned, darkening her eyes as she rubbed her temples. “If I had, the Night Realm would be safe.” She stared at her hands. “And I can’t do any better than I already have. Because I’m a half fae.”

      “Except you have powerful and intelligent supporters,” I said. “And they have only just begun to fight for you. We’ll find a way.”

      Leila nodded, but I could tell my words hadn’t done much to alleviate her guilt.

      “Sleep,” I said. “In the morning, we can strategize alternative methods.”

      “Okay. Yeah, you’re right. We’ll find another way.” She slid her legs under her covers and burrowed in them.

      I lay on top of the bed stretched out—there was no way I was getting under potentially motion-restricting blankets when I was already sleeping in a foreign room.

      Steve yawned on her bed, and Kevin turned in about twenty circles before thumping down on a fluffy rug. I eyed Whiskers, silently daring him to jump on the bed.

      Whiskers rubbed his head on the side of the bed and purred, then sauntered over to join Steve on her dog bed.

      It took Leila longer than usual to pass out. Typically it was moments, but this time it was minutes—which attested to just how upset she was.

      She lay on her side and had her back to me. I stared at her, not sure what to do.

      Thinking of how she’d hugged me, I slowly extended my arm across the bed, leaning just a little closer so I could carefully drape my hand over her side.

      She was warm, and her breath hitched for a moment when my fingers grazed her side. But her breathing evened out, and within a few moments she was asleep.

      She spent the next hour wiggling her way closer to me—while still unconscious—until she was half underneath me and had tucked all but the top of her head under the blankets.

      How does she not suffocate in there?

      With my arm curled around her well-blanketed mass, it occurred to me that I had missed this. A lot.

      I—who normally disliked speaking with others, much less close body contact like this—found something comforting in having Leila snuggled up next to me. Even the shifts of the gloom and shades were comforting in a way.

      I closed my eyes as I felt for the daggers under my pillow.

      It seems Leila has not only succeeded in changing the Night Court and the region…but me as well.
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      “This was my greatest idea ever for a Court social event thing. Go me.” I fixed my knit cap—purple with stars—and tugged my scarf—also purple with stars, because Indigo controlled my wardrobe—so I’d stop inhaling fuzzies off the dang thing. “It’s the cheapest event I’ve ever thrown, everyone had to get over here themselves, and hopefully after this the nobles will stop complaining about that stupid ski trip!”

      Solis laughed. He didn’t wear a hat or even a scarf, just a white down jacket and gold gloves—maybe being the Day King meant he was warm most of the time?

      Like me, however, he was wearing sunglasses as we watched most of the Night Court and a bunch of Day Court citizens sled together.

      “I think this was a fine idea—and not because of the low cost, but the fun factor,” Solis said. “I’ve never gone sledding before.”

      “That’s practically criminal—you’ve got the perfect hills for it,” I said.

      Solis had learned about my quest to find a sledding hill and had very graciously offered the use of his property which—like the grounds my mansion was on—were massive, but—unlike the mansion grounds—had some enormous hills.

      I’d chosen a hill just off his driveway. All my people parked on the main road and then made the short trek in, waddling in their warm winter jackets and snow pants.

      “Regardless, I’m grateful you agreed to provide sleds and allowed my people to share in the fun if they so desired,” Solis said.

      “Are you kidding? You’re the one who is letting us stomp all over your place for free! Plus, the sleds were the only expense for this trip, and I got them on clearance since we don’t have too many weeks of sledding left, I hope.” I shivered, thinking of Magiford’s persnickety weather. Since Magiford was halfway between Milwaukee and Chicago and was fairly close to Lake Michigan, the snow could stick around until April if it stayed cold enough.

      Solis smiled at Blue Moon as the night mare trod past us. He had two sleds tied to the bareback pad I’d put on the night mares for that reason, and dragged them up the hill for a very grateful gnome couple and a curly haired faun. “I don’t know what ‘on clearance’ means,” Solis said.

      “Of course you don’t,” I groused. “You don’t have to since everything is fine and dandy in the Day Court.”

      “It’s not as fine as you would think,” Solis said. “When Queen Nyte ruled your Court things were rather…calamitous for the Day Court. I’m still dealing with the repercussions.”

      “Nyte was terrible—for everyone.” I tugged Solis a step back so he didn’t get run down by a screaming naiad on a yellow plastic sled.

      We were standing on one of three foot paths our people were supposed to use to go up the hill so they wouldn’t make tracks all over the sledding hill and so we didn’t have people getting rammed down, but the naiad had taken his sled over a snow packed incline one of the trolls had made and flew off course.

      He smacked into a tree with a groan.

      “You okay?” I called to the naiad. “We have potions on hand if you think you hurt something.”

      The naiad waved as he peeled himself off the tree. “I’m okay. I just wish I could steer this better.” He staggered to his feet and yanked his hat off to brush snow out of his dark blue hair.

      “It’s all in the way you lean,” I advised. “And maybe don’t go over any of the jumps at an angle.”

      “Lean, and no angles. Got it. Oh—wait for me, please! Could you carry my sled?” The naiad hustled—banging himself in the shins with his sled—to catch up with a sun stallion Solis had recruited for sled hauling.

      In the beginning most of our people had turned up their noses at the idea of needing a night mare or sun stallion to haul their sled for them, but after trekking up the hill for the sixth time, a bunch of them had lost steam and sent the sled up the hill ahead of them for the fae waiting in line for their turn.

      At the top of the hill Skye was demonstrating for a number of fae how to make snow angels and snowmen—she’d told me that building a snowman and lying in the snow to make snow angels was one of the few very hazy memories she had with both of her parents, and was determined to pass the joy on to other fae.

      “Next year we could invite the other Courts, maybe,” Solis suggested.

      “We’d have to use more hills, but that’d be fun.” I laughed. “I want to be the one to give Fell his first push down the hill. That’ll be a precious moment we need to save forever. I bet I could get Rigel to film it on his phone.”

      “Yes, though we’ll need to buy more sleds,” Solis said.

      “Don’t worry about it. I’m going to ask Dusk and Dawn and Azure to find a place to store the sleds between the stable and garage so we can bust them out next year for an even cheaper Court outing!” I clapped my hands in anticipation. “Plus, by then my citizens’ weird competitive streak will have kicked in, and I’m willing to bet they’ll have bought their own sleds. I’m sure some of my nobles will invest in Norwegian toboggans or Swiss bobsleds or something equally ridiculous.”

      I peered down the hill—we were standing at about the halfway point—and smiled.

      At the bottom, my pack of shades had set up camp and were pulling sleds with some tiny, giggling fae children in them who were too small to do the hill.

      A few pixies rode on shades’ backs, and the kids’ parents—from a pair of beaming brownies to a troll couple whose baby was less than a year old, which was probably the only reason why Kevin could pull the baby around—were taking pictures with their cellphones or running alongside the sleds, wiping out in the snow every once in a while, making their kids laugh when they got faces full of snow.

      Bagel—who had insisted on coming with—was trotting from group to group, receiving enough pats and head rubs to make the little donkey deliriously happy.

      The bright laughter and the strong sunlight made the air feel warm, even though my gloved fingers were starting to get cold since Solis and I weren’t moving around. The heat packs I’d put in my boots were still making my feet toasty warm though—farm girl knowledge for the win!

      “I envy the relationship you have with your Court,” Solis said abruptly.

      I flicked my sunglasses off to peer at him, concerned for his mental wellbeing. “What are you talking about? You and your Court get along perfectly.”

      Solis shook his head. “They respect me, and I am liked, but it’s a different relationship from the one you have with your people. Your Court is different from all the others in our region.”

      “Because I’m cheap?”

      “Because you offered your people a different way, and they chose to follow you,” Solis said. “They don’t agree with everything you say and do, but they will listen, and they know your heart. That’s a very rare thing for a fae—to truly know who someone is. It’s an incredible gift you’ve given them, and they’re aware of it and respond to it.”

      I awkwardly slapped my hands on my thighs—I was wearing a pair of black snow pants that were so warm I got sweaty whenever I waddled up the hill. “I did it because I didn’t know any other way. It’s not because I’m smart or I thought I could redeem the Night Court. I just wanted to stop all the stupid fighting.”

      “Exactly. You freed them.” Solis smiled, and even though his eyes were hidden behind his sunglasses, I could still feel the friendly warmth his grins always produced. “I was delighted when you announced you wanted to be the fae representative on the Regional Committee of Magic.”

      “Why?”

      “Because then you might be able to free us all.”

      I studied the older fae. I knew he wasn’t lying—or he’d never be able to say that—but I was honored that Solis, a king in charge of a prosperous Court, valued what I’d done, and could see how useless all the power plays were, and how harmful the infighting really was.

      “Thanks, Solis. It means a lot to me,” I finally said. “I’m really grateful for your friendship.”

      Solis slightly bowed his head. “As I am incredibly grateful for yours.”

      I watched Azure and Indigo go flying past us on a sled. Indigo was screaming in a different language—I’m pretty certain it was either Elvish or Klingon—and Azure was laughing.

      My chauffeur—I was pretty sure it had to be Azure, Indigo wouldn’t think of this—had packed snow into the sled to make it heavier and fly even faster down the steep hill.

      Last year I never would have pegged Azure as the daredevil type. The more you know, I suppose.

      I idly chewed on my lip and glanced up at Solis.

      Do I ask him? No one else has given me a straight answer…

      Since Rigel had slept in my room, I’d gotten a lot more curious about fae wings.

      I’d never cared much about them before—as a half I didn’t have them, as that stupid book had pointedly said. And fae didn’t actually fly with them or anything—pixies being the obvious exception. I only knew wings were something fae showed off to people they cared about.

      But since we got married Rigel has made several very pointed comments about wings…I must be missing something about them.

      I’d tried asking Linus about wings, once, but he’d been uselessly vague with his answer, and Skye didn’t know much about wings, either. The books I’d perused while researching monarchs and their magic didn’t help, either.

      I’m running out of options, and I have a hunch I need to figure this out.

      “Hey, Solis…I have a question. If it’s too, er, personal you don’t have to answer,” I said.

      Solis turned to me and took off his sunglasses. “Yes?”

      I took a deep breath and hoped for the best. “What do wings mean to fae?”

      He blinked. “I’m not sure I understand your question?”

      “Wings—not like the ones pixies or other common fae have, but the ones fae nobles have but keep secret. I know they’re an expression of power, but what do they mean?”

      Solis tilted his head. “Power and abilities?”

      Frustrated, I pawed at the snow, digging my boots in. “Okay, let me try again. Why would it matter if you’re willing or not willing to show your wings to someone? I thought they were just special and you only show them to people close to you.”

      “Oh. Oh.” Solis nodded slowly and gave me his best “dad face” to show he understood what I was asking. “Wings are…special to a noble fae because it’s the innermost expression of who they are. Fae can change their appearance with a glamour, and often use clothes as a way to pick up and take off various manners and emotional masks. None of that exists with wings. When you see a fae’s wings, you see who they really are.”

      “And that’s not something fae do,” I said, slowly.

      “No. As a culture, fae are conditioned to hide everything about their inner selves that they can—from manners to words we are taught to present the world with a different façade from what truly lurks beneath,” Solis said.

      I frowned and gazed up at the cloudless sky. “But…how much can wings reveal about who you are?”

      “Quite a lot,” Solis said. “Their size and shape can indicate power—a dangerous thing to reveal to your enemies. And the type and color combination might reveal certain things about you that could be abused by those who seek to harm you. Skin wings similar to those of a bat may reveal a darker side, whereas membrane wings—like those of a butterfly—would exhibit a softness that could be exploited.”

      “I see,” I said. In reality I didn’t.

      Pretty sure fae aren’t quite as perfect at hiding their true selves as they all think, and they’re just paranoid.

      “You don’t actually get it, do you?” Solis guessed.

      “Not really,” I admitted. “I figured out pretty fast after meeting them that Consort Flora is a sweetie and King Fell deserves to be punched.” I paused, then corrected myself. “Okay, I figured it out after meeting Flora a few times, but I pretty much knew since the first time I heard him speak that King Fell needs to get the snot beat out of him.”

      I had to wait a minute while Solis laughed.

      When he was finished, he grinned down at me. “Yes, that is very true. There is some semblance of a fae’s true temperament that will leak through. But I don’t think you’re accounting for the effect you have had on others. You’ve always been upfront about who you are, and that has changed the way fae interact with you. True honesty is a rare thing among our people. Before you, it was a danger no one could risk.”

      “I get why—because of the fights and games of power and all that. But I still don’t understand what wings could possibly reveal about you that would be dangerous. Particularly for—”

      I cut myself off, but I was too late. It must have been blindingly obvious who I was talking about.

      “Particularly for Rigel?” Solis guessed. “You may be right. I’ve witnessed Rigel’s abilities. There is no possibility that he is concerned the size of his wings will reveal a lack of power; the whole world knows he has it in spades. But there may be something about himself that he doesn’t want you to know.”

      I stared at the black buttons on Solis’s jacket, because if I looked at his kind eyes I was going to lose it.

      I trust Rigel. I love him. But he doesn’t even feel comfortable enough to let me see…

      “If I had to guess, I’d say it’s because he doesn’t want to lose you.”

      That got me to look up at him. “Huh?”

      Solis’s smile was gentle and a little bittersweet. “Fae are capable of great darkness, Leila. But to many, you give us hope. And while we treasure honesty, hope is something that has been out of our grasp for decades—if not centuries. We wouldn’t risk losing you and the hope you represent by disappointing you.”

      I can’t mean that much to Rigel. Yes, he’s protected me, and we’ve laughed together, and I know even if he doesn’t love me we have a good friendship. But…that can’t be why he refuses to show me his wings.

      “But, as I said, that’s just a guess,” Solis said, his voice lighthearted again. “I cannot speak for Rigel, just myself. But I imagine he is not withholding his wings out of a distrust or apathy, but more desperation, even if I cannot say a desperation for what.”

      “I’m overjoyed you think my consort cares for me,” I said.

      “Of that, I am certain,” Solis said. “He’d kill until the ground ran with blood if he could figure out how to fight against those who attack you.”

      I shivered. “That’s not exactly a bright thought, Solis.”

      “It wasn’t meant to be: it was meant to be truthful,” Solis said. “That you don’t use him as a weapon when he is more than willing says much about you.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re overestimating me.” I sighed and put my sunglasses back on as I thought of the Night Realm.

      I didn’t really want to keep talking about this to Mr. My Court is The Best Day King, especially because I hadn’t yet told any of the other monarchs about the half fae thing, and I wasn’t going to until we found whoever was attacking me. But I didn’t know how to change the topic.

      Thankfully, Solis was about ten times more tactful than me.

      He glanced at me—rubbing my gloved hands together—and also put his sunglasses back on. “Are you cold? It seems our people are content to continue sledding, but I did have my staff prepare some refreshments—tea and assorted treats—for our Courts to enjoy.”

      “Noooo, why would you do that? You can’t tell my Court.” I grabbed the sleeve of his jacket. “For real, you have no idea how much my people eat—they’ll devour your mansion!”

      Solis laughed, and I swear it made the sunshine shimmer on the snow and cast rainbows down the hill. “You do not have to apologize for their healthy appetites.”

      “Yes I do! They’ll eat so much I’ll feel bad, and then I’ll have to pay you some money for the food and then that will blow this cheap outing!” I yowled.

      Solis laughed harder. “I assure you, no matter how ravenous your Court is, I am happy to play the part of host, and I refuse anything you might offer me in return.”

      “But then this is a totally uneven exchange,” I said. “I mean, I trust you not to take advantage of that, but I’d be a pretty shoddy friend to dump this expense on you.”

      Even exchanges were one of the rules I lived by. Making a deal with a fae was ridiculously risky with all their wordsmithing skills, but if you did you needed to make sure it was equal and that the fae didn’t feel like you owed them anything.

      Debt to a fae could end up killing you depending on what the fae demanded.

      “Leila, allow me to assure you that my delight in the company of you and your Court is enough for me. It is an equal exchange.” The smile fell from his lips, and his forehead wrinkled a little. “I don’t deserve what you’ve done on behalf of fae. I value you as my friend, but I don’t know that I can ever…” He trailed off.

      Before he could continue, I heard the crunch of snow and peered behind me to see Eclipse trotting up the hill with an inexhaustible amount of energy.

      Lord Dion and Skye marched up the hill behind her, though they stopped when they reached Solis and me.

      “Queen Leila…King Solis.” Lord Dion put his hands on his knees and wheezed. “I swear…I train a lot…I don’t understand…why climbing this hill…is so awful.”

      “It’s steep, and you work at a desk,” Skye said.

      “As do you,” Lord Dion pointed out.

      “I utilize the mansion gym and run steep inclines for stress relief,” Skye said.

      “Oh, yeah—you mentioned you were going to try some more natural stress relief methods as your goals for the year,” I said. “How is that going?”

      “I have learned acceptance is the best for my mind,” Skye said.

      “Acceptance of difficulties?” Solis asked.

      “No. Acceptance that Queen Leila operates best when buildings are—metaphorically speaking—burning down around us,” Skye said.

      I laughed. “Ouch. Not dressing it up at all, are you?”

      “Quite the contrary. The worse the mess, the better you handle it,” Skye said. “It is better for me to embrace your abilities than to hope you’ll change.”

      “Why do I feel like a boyfriend who just received a lecture about his relationship?” I jokingly asked.

      “I’m saying I accept your flaws—even though they make my job difficult occasionally,” Skye said.

      “True, and I’m very thankful,” I said. “I would be very lost without you, and I’m glad you love me anyway.”

      Skye nodded. “Indeed.”

      “Skye, when will you come to accept and embrace my flaws?” Lord Dion grinned charmingly at her.

      Skye frowned up at him. “Your personality is one big flaw. Good day, King Solis, Queen Leila.” She started hiking back up the hill, waving to Chrysanthe.

      Chrysanthe was sitting in a sled, waiting to go down the hill. She didn’t notice Skye—she was too busy turning around and gawking at Chase standing behind her, talking with a few guards.

      Lord Dion sighed as he watched Skye march on. “I can’t make any headway with her.”

      “You’re coming on too strong,” I said. “And you’re too joking about it. Skye is very serious about her loyalty. You mean to be funny, but she probably reads it as you’re trivializing relationships,” I said.

      “Really?” Lord Dion adjusted his fancy ski jacket as he watched Skye.

      “Yep,” I said. “You don’t have to be overly serious—she has a sense of humor,” I said, more than a little distracted by Chrys.

      Because she wasn’t paying attention—still too busy gawking at Chase—Chrysanthe didn’t realize that her sled was starting to creep forward until it was too late.

      She howled as the sled careened down the hill, but I was super impressed. She didn’t fall out, and she got some serious air when she went over a bump on the sled track.

      When she finally wiped out at the bottom of the hill and rammed a snowdrift, Mary and Bob bounded over to her and dug her out, their tails wagging with delight. Bagel trotted over to join them, thrusting his giant muzzle in her face.

      Chrysanthe petted Bagel and the shades once she was out and brushed snow off her jacket.

      She retrieved the sled and paused when two fae I didn’t immediately recognize stopped to talk to her.

      Must be Day Court fae.

      “I will trust that you are right, and adjust my plans accordingly,” Lord Dion said.

      I stopped being rude and returned my attention to the conversation. “I hope it goes better for you.”

      Lord Dion bowed. “As do I. If you’ll excuse me, King Solis, Queen Leila.” He took a few steps up the hill, then turned around. “If you will forgive my own cheekiness, my Sovereign, you should ask Rigel to go down the hill with you.”

      Male fae were confusing me a lot these days. “What?” I asked, completely and totally lost.

      Lord Dion waved. “It would be good for the two of you. He’s up at the top of the hill—helping Chase coordinate security. I imagine he’d take a break to go down the hill with you. You should try it!”

      The young fae lord started running his way up the hill, but I heard him groan and slow to a trudge a few steps in as his wheezing started.

      “I’d jest about how long it will take him to climb this hill,” King Solis said. “But the truth is I only stopped here on this path and waited for you when you were behind me because I suspected if I went any farther I’d fall over, which would have been very unkingly of me.”

      I laughed. “Confession time—I called out to you because I wanted an excuse to stop and talk so I wouldn’t have to keep climbing this wretched hill.”

      Solstice sauntered past us, flicking his tail as he tugged two sleds up the steep hill as though it were an easy task.

      “Show off,” I called after him.

      He tossed his head and nickered back at me, but continued up the hill.

      “I have to say, I had no idea the night mares were so athletic,” called one of two fae that were slowly climbing up the hill after Solstice.

      “Yes. Quite athletic—and they are just as deadly and loyal,” Solis said. “Hello Angstra, Manith.”

      Who? I strained my memory before I remembered Solis had two fae from the Mid-Atlantic staying with him.

      “Greetings, Queen Leila, King Solis.” Angstra pulled down her scarf and smiled at me.

      “Hello, Angstra. It seems Magiford was able to charm you into staying longer?” I asked.

      I’d first met the visiting pair when Solis had brought them with to a party I’d thrown to celebrate my crowning as the Night Queen. That was back in August. I was legit surprised they were still here.

      Manith shielded his eyes from the sun. “We’d planned to stay through the winter, but I dare say you’re right about your charming city.”

      When the pair looked at Solis, he smiled at me. “Visiting fae often stay for extended visits. I think Rime spends about half of her time in her siblings’ Courts—her prerogative, of course.”

      “Cool. Hey, if that’s a thing we should all go pop in and visit whatever fae realms have set up shop in Hawaii,” I joked.

      Manith and Angstra chuckled good naturedly at the joke.

      “It would be divine to visit,” Manith said. “But I am enjoying the winter season—and the way Magiford embraces it.”

      “Yes! When it was—what was it, thirty degrees below the zero—a local gelato shop gave away free gelato. We got a scoop,” Angstra reported.

      “Oh yes! That was where we learned you have a café,” Manith said.

      “It’s not mine, the owner just named it after me as a bit of a joke,” I said.

      Please, please, please, let them not have gone inside if it was still decked out for Valentine’s Day.

      “It’s a distinction you deserve.” Manith smiled, and for a moment there was something about it that bothered me.

      Ahhh, that’s it. It’s a polite-fake smile that all the fae used to wear when I first made queen.

      It wasn’t shocking that Manith or Angstra were fake smiling. Fae were all about deception and their political ploys, and since they couldn’t straight up lie they had to use their words, dress, and manners in tandem to really pull off a good deception.

      I was more surprised that I realized I hadn’t seen this kind of a smile in months. I hadn’t noticed how genuine my Court and the fae I know have become. Although Solis did say my people responded to my honesty…

      Even though I didn’t hold the mask-like smile against the pair, it did make me stand up straighter and remember I needed to be more alert with them.

      “Yes! We heard all about the way you saved King Birch and Consort Flora’s daughter,” Angstra said.

      “We didn’t even know they had a daughter,” Manith said.

      Daughter…that could be a deliberate word choice to hide that they knew he had a kid…or I’m turning paranoid in my old age.

      “Yes. I’m glad that incident was resolved, though they’re trying to keep it quiet,” I said.

      Birch hadn’t been able to keep the knowledge of his daughter’s existence quiet anymore—not when all of us monarchs and all of the Summer Guard were on hand to witness it.

      But I was a little surprised Manith and Angstra had heard about it.

      Surely Solis didn’t tell them?

      “Yes, I imagine so,” Angstra said.

      “Don’t worry, we are discreet,” Manith assured me.

      I smiled at the pair, but glanced at Solis.

      He had on his polite smile—similar to Manith’s.

      That, more than anything else, alarmed me. I hadn’t seen Solis smile like that in months.

      What is it about these two that makes him keep them at arm’s length? At my party he refused to call them friends and insisted I label them as acquaintances.

      Uneasy, I decided it was best to get out of the conversation ASAP.

      “I think I’ve recovered enough.” I slapped my thighs—or more correctly slapped my snow pants; I was so swaddled in warm clothes I barely even felt it. “I’m going to attempt ascending the hill. Are you coming, Solis?” I asked.

      “Are you going to follow Lord Dion’s advice?”

      “What advice?” I asked.

      “To try to go down the hill with your consort,” Solis said.

      I peered up at the crest of the sunny hill. I could see Chase, but I didn’t see Rigel anywhere. He was probably hiding in the shadows or something. “Oh. Yeah, I guess I’ll ask him.”

      “Then I will stay here so I can watch when you two descend the hill,” Solis chuckled.

      “Just because I ask doesn’t mean he’ll say yes,” I pointed out.

      “I think it does,” Solis said. “Do you want me to take a video? Or maybe a picture?”

      “Please don’t!” I started trudging my way up the hill, ignoring Solis’s laughter as I left him behind with his houseguests.

      “Enjoy the descent, Queen Leila,” Angstra called after me.

      I waved without turning around, and made sure I plodded up the path the night mares had broken through the snow. I avoided where the sun stallions walked—you could see ice in their hoofprints from where they melted the snow and then the air refroze it.

      When I reached the top of the steep hill, I wasn’t quite wheezing, but I had to stand with my arms above my head for a minute so I could breathe.

      On the plus side, my hands aren’t cold anymore!

      “Is something wrong?” Rigel asked, his voice coming from behind me.

      I tried to whirl around, but it’s pretty hard to do anything fast in snow pants, so it was more of a toddle. “Hey, Rigel. Nope, I’m great.” I awkwardly fixed my hat and peered up at my husband.

      I’d half expected he’d wear his usual clothes sledding—there was no way he was going to walk around waddling like a penguin like the rest of us, except for the few nobles who had worn their skiing gear and regretted it greatly the first time they fell off the sled and went careening down the hill in their less-padded clothes.

      But Rigel had surprised me, and was wearing what I vaguely recognized as snowboarding gear. His snow pants were thicker than the nobles who’d worn the tight ski pants, but way more fitted than my dark snow pants that made me resemble a gothic marshmallow.

      His black jacket was a looser fit, but it wasn’t as bulky as even the Day King’s parka. He hadn’t deigned to wear a hat or scarf—the lunatic—but at least he was wearing dark gray gloves that matched his snow pants.

      He also wasn’t wearing sunglasses—he used his eyes as part of his intimidation factor, so that wasn’t surprising—and with all the fae swarming around he was wearing his walled off/dead eyes look.

      “If you’re great, why are you squirming?” Rigel asked.

      I made myself stop fidgeting, but I recognized it was probably pointless since I was sure Rigel knew all of my tells. “It’s because I want to ask you to go down the hill with me.”
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      Rigel flicked his eyes from me to the crowd of happy fae sledders behind me. “Down the hill?”

      “Yes.”

      “In a sled.”

      “Yep. We’ll have to get the biggest one—the big wooden toboggan I’m borrowing from my parents. We’re too tall to go down together in anything smaller,” I said. “That is…if you’ll come with?”

      Rigel stared at me for a few seconds, but I knew I had him when the dead-eyed look softened.

      Wait, he’s going to say yes? For real?

      “Fine,” Rigel agreed. “Blue Moon has the toboggan and is almost up the hill. I’ll get it from him. You find the spot you want.”

      “Okay.” I stupidly marched across the top of the hill, not really sure what to make of this unexpected success.

      A pixie buzzed past my ear when I found a patch of the hill that wasn’t occupied. “Queen Leila, are you going to go down again?”

      “Yep,” I said.

      The pixie struggled for a second when his scarf got tangled in his wings, but he righted himself with fast movements that my eyes couldn’t track. “You’ll need a sled. Should I find someone to bring you one?”

      “Thanks, but I don’t need it. Rigel is bringing one for us,” I said.

      The pixie stopped beating his wings—which were hummingbird fast—and he dropped like a rock, recovering just before his little feet scraped the snow. “Consort Rigel is going down with you?”

      “Yep.”

      The pixie clapped his hands. “How wonderful! I’ll find a troll to push the two of you down!”

      “That really won’t be necessary—and he’s gone.” I watched the pixie zoom across the top of the crowd. I took my sunglasses off and put them in the case I carried so I wouldn’t smash them if I fell off the sled and rolled, and got to work tucking my hair up into my hat.

      Indigo had very kindly braided my black hair for me to keep it out of my face—there was nothing worse than getting a face full of hair when you were sledding, especially if it got moist from the snow or from slapping your lips, ew—but I didn’t want the braid smacking Rigel. I molded it as best I could under my hat to make it stay.

      Rigel silently appeared at my side and set the toboggan down on the snow with a crunch. “You’re satisfied with this location?”

      “Yeah. Are you sure you don’t need a hat? Your ears have got to be freezing.” I not so discreetly peered at his ears—which slightly tapered at the tips.

      Rigel shrugged. “I’ve undergone training to withstand temperatures.”

      I squinted down the hill. “I should have expected that.”

      Rigel gestured to the banged up wooden toboggan that I’d used a thousand times when I was a kid. “Is there a specific loading method to this?”

      “Yeah. You’ll go behind me, so you need to get on first, but you can’t put your legs in place until after I sit down,” I said.

      “Why?” Rigel asked.

      I’m seriously starting to second guess my decision-making skills after this…

      “Um, that would be, because, you have to put your legs along my side,” I said with the awkwardness of a teenager.

      Yes, I’m totally an adult, but apparently my brain cells die off when I’m in love. Delightful.

      Rigel nodded—I was grateful this didn’t seem to faze him—and he sat on the back space of the toboggan.

      If you’ve never been on a toboggan before, it’s basically a rimless, wooden sled with a front that curls up in a sort of little shield that gives you false hope that you won’t be showered with snow when you ram into a snowdrift or a tree. Because it’s longer than a regular sled, there are little wooden bars that go across the top of the toboggan for support to keep the thing together, and they also act a bit like seat dividers.

      Rigel sat down in the last spot, and I had to sit right in front of him to make sure we had enough room for our legs—one of the downsides of being tall.

      Despite my sputtering explanation, Rigel tucked his legs around me after I was nestled into place, and reached around me so he could grab the rope tied to the front of the toboggan, holding it like you would the reins of a horse’s bridle.

      With his arms on either side of me and his chest pressed as close to my back as it was to make sure we could scrunch on the toboggan, I was feeling stupidly twitterpated. Not gonna lie—it was all sorts of fun to lean back into him. Although Rigel was a little more lean than say Chase, he was still solid muscle, and I felt safe like this.

      Or at least I did, until the troll bundled up in a jacket with purple ear muffs bounded up to us. “Can I give you a push, Queen Leila, Consort Rigel?” Her smile made her wrinkled face look joyful.

      “Oh, no. No, no, we’re fine,” I said.

      It’d been a long time since I’d been on a sled with more than one person, but I remembered that the more weight on a sled, the faster you went. With both of us being full grown adults, we were going to fly down the hill without any help.

      Rigel, unfortunately, lacked my sense of self preservation. “I’m not inching this wooden monstrosity along until we build up speed,” he flatly said. “We would appreciate a push.”

      “My pleasure!” The troll bowed, then placed a meaty hand on Rigel’s back and pushed.

      “No, no, noooo!” I screamed as we hurtled down the hill, starting at a pace that immediately turned my nose numb and picking up speed from there.

      I could barely see—much less breathe—and I pushed my back into Rigel’s chest as I screamed the whole way down.

      “We’re gonna die!” I shouted with absolute certainty. “We’re definitely gonna die! All because you’re an impatient speed demon!”

      We whizzed by other sledders who had started before us, careened over a jump that made us even faster and let me feel every bone in my butt when we landed.

      I sucked in another breath of air, and it was so frigid I coughed on reflex. “I’m not fine! Not fine at all! This is the end! Death by toboggan—Rigel you jeeerk!”

      We were almost to the bottom of the hill, but with the speed we’d reached we were going to ramrod our way over the flat area and smack into one of the gigantic snowdrifts, guaranteed.

      “Look out!” I screamed.

      My shades howled, herding people away from our path as we hit the bottom of the hill, skidded out on an ice patch where it looked like a sun stallion had rolled in the snow, and zipped toward a drift.

      I shut my eyes at the last minute so I wouldn’t see the impact, but every muscle in my body jolted when the toboggan smashed into the drift and Rigel and I were flung from the sled.

      Several cold seconds passed before I realized I was alive, and I cautiously opened my eyes.

      We’d fallen out in a tangle of limbs. The toboggan was half thrust into the drift, which had partially collapsed. Surprisingly, the snow and ice buried just our feet and legs. I’d landed with my head on Rigel’s stomach, and was very pleased when I stopped screaming and I realized I wasn’t going to bash my head on an ice chunk.

      But most of my body was shaking.

      Why?

      I heard the husky chuckle first, but it wasn’t until I peeled my head off Rigel’s stomach and saw him tilt his head back that I realized he was laughing.

      It was a rusty noise—probably because he hadn’t trotted his laugh out in over a decade—but it was such a deep laugh that it moved his entire body.

      He grinned—a slightly subdued look that only showed a quick flash of his white teeth, but was so expressive for him it was downright dazzling—and reached up to brush some snow off my hat.

      I’d thought before during the few brief times that I saw him smile that Rigel was incredibly handsome, but seeing him laugh was…different.

      It was so unexpected that he’d let his guard down long enough to express humor, and that he was fine with our Court witnessing it.

      His eyes were extra bright, and in that moment, I realized they weren’t actually black, but the dark blue of deep midnight—when everyone is asleep except for the stars and moon.

      “You’re unhurt?” Rigel asked.

      “Yeah.” I dragged my feet out from under the snow, and Rigel started laughing again.

      “Death by toboggan?” he quoted.

      I tried to push him back down into the snow, but he was an unmovable wall. “You shouldn’t have said yes to the push!”

      “Is that so?” His humor quieted to a barely-there smile, but his eyes still sparkled. “But then I would have missed you screaming like a banshee. I had no idea you held such a powerful lung capacity.”

      “You’re the worst.” I tried to crawl away from him, but Rigel snagged the back of my coat and tugged me back so I fell into his lap.

      He wrapped his arms around me so I couldn’t easily squirm away. And while I was aware of how solid his makeshift embrace felt, and it made my heartbeat kick up a gear, I was also aware that he could easily tilt backwards and make me faceplant in the snow.

      “Don’t you want to attempt it a second time?” Rigel asked, his silver hair fanning across his forehead.

      “No! You’ll just try to get us going even faster this time—ahh!” I squealed when the shades reached us, their furry tails twirling in circles in their enthusiasm as they jumped on us and licked my face.

      Bagel hurried after them, his ear-shattering brays echoing on the hill.

      I gave up when my face was thoroughly coated with dog spit, and laughed as Bagel rested his chin on Rigel’s head.

      Rigel stood and pulled me to my feet. Holding me by my gloved hand he grabbed the toboggan, and we strolled toward the hill together.

      It was a perfect day. And, like an idiot, it made me hope that maybe things would get better.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I paced back and forth in my office, listening as the giant grandfather clock tolled in the hallway.

      Kevin and Steve were snoozing together on a dog bed, but Muffin and Whiskers were alert, watching me circle around my library—my personal study, as Skye insisted it was called.

      It was after midnight. I was dressed in fleece pajama pants covered with yellow ducks, a matching fleece shirt, and a black bathrobe as I waited for Chase.

      I’d normally never ask him to attend a meeting this late, but this was important. I’d received a text from the Paragon—he’d figured out what the ancient and sharp magic was that had hunted me since the day I became the Night Queen.

      The timing of his text was perfect. I’d been up, trying to puzzle over pieces of conversations I’d had with Rigel—some of the things he’d said and that I’d guessed about his disappearance were starting to make me wonder…

      I didn’t think Rigel would hurt me, and I focused on that as the illustration of our trust. But maybe…it goes deeper than that?

      I glanced at the library shelves—Eventide had been putting extra tea sets on display, as if in hopes that the subliminal messages would eventually make me crack and I’d magically become a tea drinker.

      Or maybe, if tea is one of the few ways for fae to experience peace like Skye said, maybe it’s that he wants me to have some peace myself.

      My heart warmed at the thought, which helped settle me down.

      I didn’t like all the deception and darkness I was being forced to play in, but there was a reason why I wasn’t backing down from whoever wanted me dead—it was for fae like Eventide, and Chrysanthe who was a secret teddy bear.

      A knock rattled the door.

      I darted around Kevin and Steve, and Muffin chased after me, ramming into the back of my legs when I stopped and yanked the door open. “Thanks for coming, Chase. Woah, and Linus?”

      I was a little surprised at Linus standing just behind Chase—he was still wearing the fae tunic he’d worn earlier in the day, though his black hair was shoved up in a messy bun.

      “I was with Chase when he got your message.” Linus met my gaze. “I assume it’s fine that I’m here?”

      “Yeah.” I stepped to the side, letting them both inside. “Sorry, I was just surprised. I didn’t call a full emergency meeting with everyone because I thought they’d be sleeping.”

      Chase prowled deeper into my library, stopping at the furniture arranged in front of my desk. “I hope nothing is wrong?”

      I almost laughed at the business-like nod he gave me.

      Here it was the middle of the night—I was wearing duck pajamas for crying out loud—and Chase was wearing his guard uniform and appeared to be perfectly groomed. I mean, even Linus looked a little wrinkled and his hair was less than perfect.

      This werewolf. Does he ever sleep?

      “Nothing is wrong—well, nothing new is wrong,” I said. “But the Paragon sent me a text.” I held out my phone, swiping it so my text exchange with the Paragon was visible.

      
        
        Talked 2 my contact &

        got confirmation about the spells—it’s a kind of shadow magic invented by elves.
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      I’d sent the Paragon about half a dozen freaked out messages after, but he’d only responded with “Talk 2 u soon!” and then two pictures of Aphrodite wearing a sweater and sitting in a car booster seat with a harness buckling her in.

      As if the knowledge that whoever wanted to kill me was using ancient shadow magic of a long dead race was small beans.

      “I don’t know if I should thank the Paragon when I see him next, or strangle him,” Linus said.

      “A shadow magic invented by elves…that does significantly change things,” Chase said.

      “Yeah it does,” Linus snapped. “Any of the darker magics the elves played in were stamped out when they died! How has it resurfaced?”

      “I don’t think we’ll be able to solve that tonight.” Chase rubbed his jaw. “More importantly, I cannot believe Leila’s attacker is a single individual—no supernatural is so well connected, unless it were someone as powerful as the Paragon, and I highly doubt such a person would take a personal interest in the Night Court.”

      “Yeah, for sure,” I agreed. “I think we can assume the Paragon is right and the organization that was attempting to use Nyte is now trying to destroy me. It seems weird, though, given that he said they usually give up and run once you show a strong enough force, and I feel like I’ve managed to make enough allies to scare them off.”

      Chase shrugged. “Maybe not so weird. The Paragon theorized they attacked you initially because they could destroy the Night Court, and potentially cripple faedom at large. You fought back by uniting the Courts in the Midwest—and you can bet eventually the other regional Courts will realize how much more power the Midwest wields as a result of that unification. Which means their plan has had the opposite effect. All because of you.”

      “It’s not all because of me,” I argued.

      “If you die, do you really think the other Courts would continue with your disdain for politics and welcoming other supernaturals—like myself?” Chase asked. “Do you think Rigel would allow the Night Court to remain connected with the others without you present to encourage him?”

      I looked away from his piercing yellow eyes and sighed.

      “Killing you is the easiest way to take back ground,” Linus finally said. “They might not be able to edge the Night Court into destruction, but they can at least stop the positive effect you’ve had on the fae.”

      “What about Rigel’s theory that it’s two different people attacking me?” I asked.

      “Still a possibility,” Chase said. “If they’re willing to spend the money on you to use elf magic, shadow or otherwise, I imagine they have more than one person going after you.”

      “Or perhaps a less competent peon was sent first, before they realized they needed to be serious and a more experienced agent—or squad—was sent?” Linus theorized.

      I nodded slowly. “Maybe.”

      I wasn’t convinced. There was something about some of the attacks—some of the attacks, specifically the less dangerous ones, were always whenever I was with companions who could easily save me, like Linus and Chase. Those same attacks were always careful not to involve any humans or innocent bystanders.

      It seemed a little too careful to be a random—and repeated—mistake by a newbie.

      Stir in the fact that Rigel was apparently stuck in a geas, and things got twisty fast.

      “Hey, what are the chances that one of the people behind this previously hired Rigel?” I asked.

      “Mathematically speaking I don’t know if there’s a way to figure that out without solid numbers,” Chase said.

      Linus tilted his head, making his messy bun bob. “What makes you think it’s a possibility?”

      “He told me the previous contract to take me out had been canceled, but I’ve also established that he’s under a geas. What if the person who initially hired him—who I assumed was from the Night Court—was one of the people working with this shadowy organization?”

      “It’s plausible,” Chase said.

      If one of my would-be attackers was a client of Rigel’s, and he’s under a geas which keeps him from saying anything more than that he was hired, could that be why he disappeared and then reappeared without any explanation? He was trying to stop that person, but the geas keeps him from saying who it is?

      It seemed too overly romantic to be possible. Rigel had warned me up front in our engagement that I was on my own. But Rigel had also said when he got back that he’d cared for my safety since the day we were married—and he couldn’t lie.

      But Chase is right. He’s had lots of contracts. Even if this organization hired him, it will be hard to narrow down who it is. It’s not like he has a home office I can go plunder to look for paperwork.

      I rubbed my temples. But he’s not passive. He must have given me a clue—I just didn’t notice.

      “It’s good news that we’ve learned this foreign magic is shadow magic,” Chase said.

      “You and I have a totally different definition of ‘good,’ my fine werewolf friend,” Linus said. “I think it’s terrible news. Since there’s no way to actively produce more elven shadow spells because they’re all dead, it means someone hates Leila enough to spam priceless and illegal dark magic at her.”

      “But if we know what it is we can investigate it—and track it better,” Chase said.

      “Yeah, maybe.” Linus set his hands on his hips. “For now, we’ll leave. This is something we can talk over in the morning with everyone else. You need to get to sleep, daughter.”

      I uncomfortably hunched my shoulders—though I didn’t really object to Linus calling me his daughter, the title still felt weird. “Thank you—both of you.”

      Chase bowed. “Sleep well, my Sovereign.” He stalked from the room, Linus moving behind him in more of an elegant glide.

      Linus closed the door behind them, and I plopped down on one of my comfy couches.

      I wanted to sleep, but after learning someone was using ancient shadow magic to fight me? Yeah, that’ll get the adrenaline pumping. And outrage too.

      “How can they have the funds for that?” I muttered to Whiskers as he climbed onto the couch with me. “It’s elf magic! Any elf relics are insanely expensive, and they’re just tossing that magic around like candy. Meanwhile, I’ve had months where I’ve considered bake sales or fundraising to keep digging the Night Court out of our deficit!”

      The Night Court was doing a lot better. We were no longer leaking money—I’d significantly trimmed down expenses—but there was still so much debt we had to pay back! And if I wanted to hand fix the palace in the Night Realm since the mythical realm magic was never going to show up for me, it was only going to get more expensive.

      I sighed and stared at one of Eventide’s tea sets while I considered how unfair it was. And yes, I was maybe trying to keep my thoughts off mooning over the idea of Rigel—in any capacity—acting in my best interests.

      I scratched Whiskers’ belly. He purred as he rolled onto his back, resting his head on my thigh, until he flipped up and stared into a shadowy corner of my office and purred louder.

      What a coincidence.

      “Rigel?” I called.

      He stepped out of the shadows. Even though it was late at night he was dressed in his Wraith jacket, his bracers on and a sword hanging from his belt.

      He and Chase could form a club: the Ready to Fight at Any Moment Crew.

      “Hey. How much did you hear?” I asked.

      “I came in shortly before they left.” Rigel sauntered across the library. “I can evade Chase, but his nose makes it difficult.”

      I laughed. “Those werewolf senses will get you every time!” I made a face. “I’ve become fanatical about showering ever since I hired him. I’m a little paranoid that I must reek whenever I sweat.”

      Muffin jumped off the couch and approached Rigel. She reached up and hooked her claws on his pants, but when he stared down at her she re-thought her plan to dig in and instead removed her paws and rubbed her cheek against him.

      Rigel scratched under her chin, then paused long enough to deliver ear rubs to Kevin and Steve who had woken up from their naps and were starting to wag their tails hopefully.

      I tried to pull my robe tighter—Rigel had seen me in ridiculous nightwear before, but there was something awkward about being in duck pajamas in the library while he was dressed for a fight. I cleared my throat. “Then you probably didn’t hear about the elven shadow magic…”

      I filled him in—I even told him my guess that he’d been hired by whoever was behind some of the attacks.

      He didn’t say anything, but I could see the rigid clench of his jaw—which made me think I was right. He only got that look when his geas kept him from speaking.

      “I can tell I’m right—or at least close enough to the truth that you can’t confirm it,” I said. “Which means I owe you a thank you for being concerned about me.” I hesitated, then added, “And I’m sorry that I was so angry that you left. I’m sorry I assumed so much about you.” I couldn’t keep from hissing under my breath, “Though I still think you should have left me a note or something!”

      I expected Rigel to roll his eyes, but he shrugged. “I am to blame as well. You are correct, I should have notified you of my plans.” For a moment, his eyes narrowed in anger, and he curled his hands into fists. “It would have been wise given…” He clenched his teeth again, the geas silencing him.

      Yep, that seals the deal. Whoever is behind the attacks is the one who hired Rigel to kill me. But did he not know when he went looking? That seems unlikely. Maybe he uncovered the organization itself and found out that his previous contractor is part of it so he can’t talk about them, either, now?

      Rigel eased himself onto the couch cushion next to me, which made me goggle at him a bit. “I can only say I assumed you wouldn’t care about my comings and goings because I never thought I’d be…important to anybody,” he said.

      My heart broke a little at the certainty I saw in his eyes.

      “But you are important.” I nudged him a little, knowing that I needed to get this point across to him. “To me, yes, but also to our friends. Chase believed in you—or he wouldn’t have let you come sauntering back.”

      “It’s misplaced,” Rigel said.

      “It is not,” I scoffed. “I know I’m theatrical about it, but what I tell the other monarchs is true. You’re loyal, I love that we share the same twisted sense of humor, and your willingness to hold me when I’m bawling my eyes out is a huge point-winner.” I tried to judge the expression on his face, but it was pretty blank.

      “I could go on,” I continued. “Your fighting skills are top notch, but you’re a secret softie for animals—and no, I won’t believe otherwise because my glooms and shades flock to you for pets and scratches. Not to mention you’re honorable and—”

      “I am not honorable,” Rigel said. “I’m an assassin.”

      “Were,” I reminded him.

      Rigel shrugged, and his shoulder brushed me. “I still would be if you hadn’t changed everything.”

      “Now you’re giving me too much credit,” I said.

      “I’m not.” Rigel’s voice was crisp and icy.

      Surprised, I peered up at him. “What do you mean?”

      “You hated what the Night Court was when you arrived here, but you lived in it for only a few months before you began overturning everything,” Rigel said. “I was shaped by the Night Court and the games played there.”

      “Yeah…that would be hard.” I slipped my hand into his and leaned into his shoulder, for once not feeling shy because this wasn’t about me or how I felt. It was my attempt to comfort him, even a little.

      The muscles on his arms were tight, but when he slipped his fingers through mine, his grip was gentle.

      “It was a thirst for political power that ended my family,” he abruptly announced.

      I struggled for a moment as I tried to figure out how to react.

      I’d been told the rumors that Rigel killed his family—I’d never believed it, because if he did that, why would he become an assassin and try to hide from the Court instead of lording over his coveted title and position?

      But given what he just said, I can’t imagine he had the most fun childhood.

      “I’m sorry,” I said finally.

      Rigel shrugged. “It was their own doing—I could see it was coming.”

      I mashed my lips together as I wondered if I dared to ask what I badly wanted to know.

      Rigel is…closed off. But I don’t think he’d volunteer this information if he didn’t want me to ask any questions.

      I sucked in a breath and hoped for the best. “You don’t have to tell me, but…what happened?”

      He waited until I met his gaze, and then he answered. “I killed my brother.”

      I stared at him in shock. Why would he—no. Nope.

      The lifeless look was back in his eyes, which I suspected meant he was pulling back to see what my reaction would be.

      “Self defense?” I guessed.

      Fine wrinkles spread across Rigel’s forehead—his version of a frown. “Of course you would only think of the best scenario.”

      “I was thinking of the most likely scenario, actually,” I said. “You’ve never reveled in your power as a fae lord, and if you cared about power you wouldn’t have married me with the intention of acting as my judge. You would have married me with the express purpose of killing me and becoming king,” I said. “Plus, I know you. And I know killing anyone you have ties to isn’t something you’d do willingly,” I added.

      Rigel looked away. “My brother killed our parents,” he said finally. “Our father molded him to be power hungry and conniving—to be a tool to earn more influence for the family. Unfortunately, Father taught him too well. He didn’t want to wait to inherit the title. He killed them to take it by force.”

      Although my heart shivered in my chest, I kept my expression normal. Inside, I cried for Rigel. No wonder he thought my plan to crush Court politics was a silly dream—he’d lived through the worst of what fae society had become.

      “My brother was paranoid I’d have the same desire for power and attacked me. But while my brother was groomed as a tool for Court life, our parents had forged me into a weapon of death and destruction. So I killed him.”

      “In self defense,” I repeated.

      Rigel looked at me out of the corners of his eyes. “I was the better warrior. I didn’t have to kill him.”

      “He killed your parents,” I said. “That’s not the actions of a sane person. I doubt he would have stopped coming after you.”

      “That’s the conclusion I came to as well,” Rigel said, his voice flat and emotionless. “And it made me realize if my own brother was willing to end my life for power, the rest of the Court would be the same.”

      “So you became an assassin,” I said.

      “I became feared—a monster whispered of because saying my actual name was too terrifying,” Rigel said.

      I clutched his hand tighter as I tried to figure out what to say. Your family turning on you is the worst kind of betrayal there is. There’s nothing I can say that can even touch the misery in that.

      Feeling useless, I rested my head on his shoulder—hoping that it was at least a little comforting, because he hadn’t shaken me off yet. “I’m sorry.”

      “I did what I had to,” Rigel said. “If I regret anything, it’s that it took me so long to believe in what you were accomplishing.”

      “You saw the darkest part of the Court, Rigel,” I said. “It’s not surprising you thought some half fae upstart with a smart mouth and no manners wouldn’t be able to reform the Court that failed you on so many levels. And your family didn’t just fail you, they betrayed you. I can’t imagine the pain that caused.”

      “Less than you would think,” Rigel said. “We were never close. I was aware I was going to be a weapon—first for my father and then for my brother if I survived the transfer of titles. I had long suspected my brother would try to have me killed—he just moved faster than I expected.”

      There was so much pain, so much darkness wrapped up in those thoughts I almost couldn’t stand it.

      How did it ever get this bad? Why were the fae content with this kind of life?

      “But that is also why I know, Leila, why our Court has come to love you, and why you have gained the hatred of others,” Rigel continued.

      “Huh?” I tried to follow the abrupt shift in topics. “Why?”

      “Because you are our hope,” Rigel said. “Hope that we can be better—that we will be safe. Some embrace it—like Verdant—and others are afraid to dream that we won’t have to live in such a hellhole—like Fell—and they react out of a fear that you won’t succeed.”

      “That sounds remarkably dreamy coming from you,” I said.

      “But you know it to be the truth.”

      “Maybe, sort of. I know they’re afraid,” I said. “I saw it at that drugged-up tea party the Paragon threw. Fell didn’t dump the skull monster in the Night Realm because he’s a jerk—even though he is. It was because he was too afraid to call for help, and he hoped I would do something if he made it my problem.”

      “You have won Fell over,” Rigel said. “Though he’ll pretend you haven’t because he’s too prideful to admit it.” The corners of his lips curved down, and he studied the library shelf across from us with a deadly intensity. “And occasionally he’ll need to be reminded of his place when he covets things that aren’t his.”

      I blinked as I mentally reviewed what he said. “I don’t get it?”

      Rigel slightly shook his head. “It’s nothing.”

      I don’t know about that, but I don’t really care if Fell gets greedy as long as he stops being a giant twerp.

      “Thank you for telling me,” I said. “About your family…and everything.”

      “I don’t want your pity.”

      I laughed. “I could never pity you, Rigel. You’re too awesome.”

      “No, you love me, instead.” Rigel wasn’t looking at me when he said it, and based on the slight change in his intonation, I suspected he was asking more than stating.

      Does he think I’m going to feel differently about him now?

      Feeling bold, I snickered and snuggled into him. “Yep!” I wrapped my arms around his neck and sagged into his chest in what was most likely an unwanted hug.

      I was shocked when Rigel wrapped an arm around my waist, holding me in place.

      Even if Rigel didn’t love me, with his hand resting on my hip I knew I was important to him, and he wasn’t going to let anyone hurt me. That was why he’d left, after all.

      We sat in silence for several minutes, but when I glanced up at Rigel, his midnight blue eyes were dark and pained.

      It seems like it’s time for a distraction.

      “You know.” I settled in, since it didn’t seem like he was going to dump me anytime soon—and we both probably needed the touch. “I should change your title from consort to king.” The words were out of my mouth before I even realized what I’d said, but they made sense the more I thought about it.

      “Why?” Rigel asked, bewildered.

      “Because there’s no reason not to. I know you’re not going to kill me for my crown, even if I do make you king. And maybe then you’d be able to help me with the wards and the realm. You’re a full fae. You have a connection to the realm, right?”

      “While that is correct, why do I feel like this is more an attempt to foist work off on me?” Rigel asked.

      “Nah!” I scoffed. “Nope! No way. Well, maybe a little. Just tiny helpful things,” I said. “Nothing too big.”

      “I’m not interested in helping you herd the wretched creatures you call nobles,” Rigel said.

      I relaxed, happy that he was entering into the lighter spirit of our conversation. “How rude! I’m being thoughtful for our realm!”

      “I can see the stack of paperwork sitting on your desk from here. You’re not fooling me,” Rigel said.

      I laughed and patted his chest. “I know, I know. Don’t worry—I won’t push any of that on you. Except I’m dead serious about the realm. But there’s been a big shift between us since the day we got married. We were on much more equal terms then.”

      Rigel snorted. “That was the most one-sided bargain I’ve ever been a part of. I can’t believe you can even pretend to call it equal.”

      I ignored him and continued. “You were more like a judge back then—and you’d strike if I screwed up. But that’s not the case anymore. It’s time to hit the reset button and even things out again.”

      “Concerned about equal trade, are you?” Rigel asked. He sounded mild enough, but there was something to his tone that made me think he didn’t mean that as a good thing. “It seems you know fae lore and the history of fae bargains well.”

      “No, this has nothing to do with fae bargains or deals or whatever. Because I love you, I want us to be equal partners in this. I want you to be my king. I trust you, and I know you have my back—and I want everyone to know that.”

      Rigel blinked. “I don’t deserve your love.”

      I lifted my head off his chest so I could look up at him. “I’ve told you in a dozen different ways why I love you. Obviously you’re wrong about the deserving bit.”

      “But my past—”

      “Is your past. You’ve chosen differently, now, or I wouldn’t ask you to be king. I don’t care about who you’ve been, Rigel. Just who you are now.”

      His eyes were back to midnight, but it was different from when we’d laughed together after sledding. I couldn’t call it warm—like his eyes had been then—because it was a lot closer to…blazing.

      I wonder why?

      The thought belatedly crossed my mind as Rigel leaned closer.

      My heart hammered in my chest and I gaped at him with the intelligence of a goldfish as he slipped the hand that wasn’t around my waist up my neck. He didn’t look away as his fingers cradled the back of my head, even though he was so close I could feel the heat radiating off him.

      And then he kissed me.
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      I’d wondered previously if Rigel would ever kiss me, and what it would be like. I’d thought it would be coolness and shadows.

      What I got was an inferno, held carefully in check by Rigel’s self-discipline.

      His lips were hot and solid against mine, but not needy, and when he tilted my head, it was with careful gentleness.

      The kiss was consuming in the way it wrapped around me and devoured the burdens I’d been carrying on my shoulders. My exhaustion faded, and all I felt was Rigel, who filled my every sense and made my entire body tingle.

      I knew, as he deepened the kiss, that it was a promise—of safety. He wasn’t going to abandon me, he was here, and he’d eliminate anyone who tried to harm me.

      It was everything I’d thought I’d never have, and more than I’d ever dreamed.

      Abruptly, Rigel pulled back, giving me space to breathe.

      He stared at me for several painfully hopeful moments where my heart twisted in my chest as I blinked, more than a little addled.

      “I’ll become your king,” he said. “For a specific purpose.”

      Huh?

      I’d forgotten what we were even talking about with that mind blowing kiss. It took several moments to jump start my brain and get over the prickling in my chest that Rigel was apparently capable of kissing me like that and then moving on to the next topic of conversation as if it was nothing.

      That’s because it wouldn’t have meant as much to him. But he’s doing the best he can—I have to be patient, and not take this personally. Though if he makes this a habit we’re going to have a little talk.

      I coughed and shook my head a little as I tried to clear it. “And what specific purpose would motivate you to take up the title of king?” I asked.

      Rigel narrowed his eyes. “Because there are some events that involve the fae monarchs, but ban any consorts or other staff.”

      Huh? What the heck is his problem? Does he feel left out or something?

      I furrowed my brow as I tried to puzzle that nugget through. “Why would that make you change your mind? You’ve skipped stuff in the past.”

      “Because your safety is my priority,” Rigel said. “And the attacks on you are increasing.”

      I picked apart his words, because they seemed veiled. Not like Rigel was hiding something from me, but more like he was picking somewhat weird words on purpose.

      Is he trying to skirt around the geas? But why would any of the more-boring-than-watching-paint-dry monarch socials or ceremonies have anything to do with his geas? Unless the person who hired him was a monarch after all?

      “I think you just gave me a clue, didn’t you?” I asked.

      Rigel stared at me, but his jaw tightened as he clenched his teeth.

      “That’s a yes.” I rubbed my tired eyes. “I promise I’ll rethink your words tomorrow with Chase and Linus. The only thing I can think of now is that a monarch hired you, but we cleared everyone of suspicion—including Fell, and he’s shadier than a palm tree.”

      I watched Rigel carefully, but either the geas wasn’t letting him talk—likely—or my guess was off by miles—even more likely.

      “I’ll call the Paragon tomorrow, too. He might have more luck in figuring out the clue?” I asked.

      No response again.

      Rats. Well, at least I have another addition in my “rules to live by”—never agree to a geas!

      “With everyone sticking our heads together—at a reasonable hour of the day—I’m sure we’ll be able to pinpoint your clue. I wanted to talk to the Paragon anyway about the Night Realm,” I said. “Especially now that you’ve agreed to be king. He might know a way we can use your connection to the realm…” I trailed off.

      “You need to sleep,” Rigel decided.

      I still hadn’t shifted out of his arms, and was pretty comfy where I was. But as much as I would have loved to stay there, Rigel was right.

      I need to be with it tomorrow so I can dig through whatever little clues Rigel has given me. Mooning over him isn’t going to get me anywhere tonight, anyway.

      I reluctantly slid away from Rigel and stood, fixing my bathrobe and retying the sash around my waist.

      Kevin and Steve stretched their hind legs and then their front legs, then padded their way to the door, their shadowy black fur blending in with the dark spots of my office.

      Whiskers yawned, revealing a mouth full of yellowed teeth, and brushed against my leg as we followed the shades. After I opened the door, I paused in the doorway and looked back at Rigel, who was still sitting in the couch. “Are you coming with?”

      “Is that an invitation to join you in your bedroom?” He stood up, and the light in his eyes said he was pleased with his joke.

      I blushed bright red. “Do you have to phrase it like that?”

      “I do, considering you’re acting shy after we—a married couple—just kissed, and you’re now blushing at the thought of sleeping together when you have frequently used me as a nightly security blanket before.”

      I groaned. “Do you have to say that out loud like that?”

      Rigel tilted his head and studied me. “Yes.”

      I scowled at him. “You’re terrible!”

      “I’m merely pointing out the inconsistencies in the way you act.” Rigel ghosted past Muffin and me, gliding into the hallway.

      “It’s because I love you that it makes talking about it like this embarrassing,” I complained.

      “You’ve drooled on my pillow. I’d say that’s more embarrassing than discussing our physical relationship,” Rigel said.

      Although I felt like I wanted to crawl in a hole and die, I was weirdly encouraged by Rigel’s sass.

      If my feelings made him uncomfortable he’d avoid them. This is probably a step in the right direction.

      “In the interest of keeping you pleased, we can return to your original complaint about saying we sleep together. Would you rather I call myself the edifice you use as the roof for your cocoon of smothering warmth?”

      “It is not smothering!”

      “Yes, that’s why I have to monitor your breathing to make sure you don’t suffocate yourself; because it’s not smothering.”

      I sputtered, and Rigel brushed his hand down my back, then stepped in front of me and led the way down the hallway.

      Safe from retaliation, I smiled at Rigel’s back as I followed him.

      Something like hope warmed me—not just hope for my relationship with Rigel, but hope that things would get better. If Rigel was king, maybe the Night Realm would finally get better. And in the morning, I’d rouse everyone, and we’d put our heads together to figure out what Rigel’s clues meant.

      I just have to be patient—and on my guard.

      Because if Rigel was willing to be king in order to protect me, whether my opponent was royal or not, it meant they were close to me.
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      The day after Rigel kissed me, the first big thaw of the year hit us.

      Snow melted, leaving a big slushy mess everywhere. The lawn was mostly grass—only the thickest ice remained in shadowy corners of the property that didn’t get much sun. Instead everything was muddy.

      “I predict we’ll get another good snow—maybe two—but I think spring is coming. What do you think, Dusk and Dawn?” I fed Bagel a carrot before I continued helping my stable managers dole out afternoon hay to Bagel, Fax, and the night mares.

      Dusk rested his elbow on a stall door and scratched a few of the green leaves that were threaded through his nut-brown hair. “That seems optimistic, my Sovereign. It’s not yet mid March. Last year we had snow in the middle of April.”

      “You’re probably right. But I hate this icy cold slush-and-mud stage.” I stopped at Fax’s stall and stroked the sun stallion’s warm neck. His warmth, and the sweet way he nuzzled my shoulder, grounded me when I felt…numb.

      The Paragon was on his way over to discuss the shadow elf magic used to attack me—although I was hoping to grill him about the Night Realm and whether making Rigel king would fix it.

      We were also going to play a rousing game of “guess 20 questions” with Rigel in hopes that we could pick around his geas and figure out what he wouldn’t tell us.

      I was looking forward to that, which was nice because I’d read up more on the Night Realm this morning, and what I’d found was downright depressing.

      According to several books written by some extremely pompous fae, it seemed like this mythical connection a monarch was supposed to have with their realm should have hit me when the night mares bound me. I should have begun to feel the Night Realm. (None of the books could tell me what feeling a realm meant, it was supposed to be that remarkable.)

      In reading more about the Original Creep, I got the feeling that Rigel wouldn’t be able to fully support the wards and fix the realm since I was the one the night mares had bound, and thus all the ancient magic that made up the foundation of the Court was tied to me.

      Yaaaay!

      Fax lipped my shoulder, and I shook myself from my tense thoughts. “Hey, beautiful. How would you like to get out and stretch your legs a bit?”

      “He could use it.” Dawn traipsed past me, pushing a wheelbarrow of hay. “We haven’t put any of the animals outside since the snow melted—it’s too muddy in the pastures. The night mares have come and gone—going into the Night Realm to run, I think—but Fax hasn’t left.”

      “Poor guy. He probably thinks he can’t go to the Day Realm since I own him. Okay, come on, Fax. Let’s walk you a bit.”

      I slipped the sun stallion’s halter on him, clipped on a lead rope, then grabbed my artifact. The staff was leaning against a stable wall—I’d been carrying it with me everywhere after Amaranth’s kidnapping in the Summer Realm.

      I curled my arm around the staff and wedged it under my arm pit—I didn’t want it touching the mucky ground—then led the brassy-colored sun stallion outside.

      It was an overcast day, but the sun poked out between the clouds, making the iridescent green and blue shine to Fax’s coat glow brighter than usual.

      Fax sedately walked at my shoulder as we followed the gravel path that led up to the driveway, but he looked around, taking in the mansion grounds.

      He perked his ears and nickered, drawing my gaze to the sleek black car that rolled down the driveway. I wasn’t a car person, but the BMW insignia was pretty hard to miss, so I was guessing it was pricy.

      “Huh. I wouldn’t have pegged the Paragon as an expensive cars sort of guy,” I said to Fax. “Unless he made Killian drive him out here?”

      The two were famously besties—even if their relationship was more than a little unusual.

      I was pleasantly surprised when Solis got out of the car.

      The Day King was wearing his typical gold and yellow robes, but today he had some gold rings on his fingers and a thick gold bracelet that almost looked like a wrist guard.

      He spotted Fax and me, waved, and met us halfway on the gravel path. “Good afternoon, Leila, and Fax!”

      Solis smiled broadly at Fax, who’d maneuvered himself sideways so his back sort of curled around me.

      I planted my staff on the gravel path. “Hey, Solis! What brings you to this neck of the woods?”

      “I wanted to get out of my home. I decided to drop in on you—I hope I’m not interrupting anything?” Solis asked.

      “Nah. The Paragon is supposed to show up in the next hour, but there’s nothing going on at the moment.” I fed Fax a carrot when he nudged the pockets of my blue jeans. “Feeling boxed in from the slushy weather?” I asked.

      Solis shook his head. “No. I just wished to seek different company.”

      “Sick of your Court? I hear you. Lord Iason has dropped in every day this week and won’t stop harping on about this black cat he’s been trying to domesticate so he has a pet for Pet Appreciation Day. The last two times I saw Lady Galene she complained about being unable to lure a black cat into her house—also for Pet Appreciation Day. I’m starting to wonder if it’s the same cat,” I said.

      Solis laughed. “My Court does not drop by my human home with the same abandon your Court does—though they do wander through my palace in the Day Realm. No, I wished to get away from my guests today.”

      “Angstra and Manith?” I asked.

      Solis nodded.

      I wondered how rude I could be. The pair had seemed polite enough, but it had always bothered me that Solis—Mr. Sunshine himself—kept a distance with them.

      “Can’t you tell them to pack up and leave?” I asked.

      Solis released a bark of a laugh. “I wish I could,” he said. “But alas. I owe them a favor. They are here as long as they wish to be.”

      Ah, yep. That just confirms my rules to live by. Don’t owe fae favors—the interest is always more than you can pay. Unless…you’re married to an unusually honorable one like I am!

      Fax pawed the ground—which was weird for him because he was always perfectly behaved.

      I leaned my staff into the crook of my arm and juggled the lead rope so I could pat Fax’s shoulder. “Do you want to go off the lead?”

      Typically I’d never let an animal off a leash or lead rope, but fae animals possessed almost human levels of intelligence—it was why I always felt awkward whenever I had to keep my shades and glooms on a leash.

      Thankfully, they never seemed to mind, but it occurred to me Fax might want to be free to go sniff his real master—I’d seen sun stallions react to Solis before; it didn’t matter who had the paperwork, the Day King owned the hearts of the sun stallions.

      I unclipped the lead line. “Watch for cars,” I warned the sun stallion. “If the Paragon is driving himself, I can only imagine he drives like a maniac.”

      Fax twined around me, seemingly content to stick close—though he got between Solis and me so I had to peer at Solis over Fax’s back to see him.

      “I hope you pay back that favor soon so you get your house to yourself again,” I said.

      Solis glanced up at the cloudy sky. “I only have myself to blame. And I’m set against the payment they’ve decided on; it’s why they continue to hang around.”

      “What?” I asked.

      Fax twined around me again and pawed the gravel again.

      I worriedly glanced from the Day King to my gelding.

      Is Fax picking up on his anxiety?

      “Your consort is here today, I hope?” Solis furrowed his brow as he scanned the sloppy yard. “As is your director of security?”

      “Yeah, Chase and Lord Linus are prepping for a meeting. Rigel is hanging around somewhere.”

      “Good.” Solis nodded, and he relaxed a little. “Very good.”

      I eyed the king. “Is everything okay?”

      “As well as I could ever hope for.” Solis sighed deeply, then offered me a tired smile, before extending his hand. “Hello, Fax.”

      Fax flared his nostrils as he studied Solis.

      Abruptly, he drew his head back and crowded me again, pressing his muzzle to my temple.

      Images and sensations crashed into my mind.

      Dawn creeping over the horizon, shedding pink light and the whisper of warmth as the sun rose higher and higher. Sun stallions galloped across a green field as the blazing sun beat down on them. Heat—the warm kind that sank into your heart—spread through my body, and I tasted sunshine on my lips.

      Magic—shining and explosive—swirled around me like a powerful embrace.

      I almost dropped my staff and fell, but Fax was there.

      He watched me with his intelligent eyes and breathed on me, letting me lean against his shoulder until I recovered.

      I gripped my staff and sucked in a breath of air. “What was that?”

      “What happened?” Solis asked.

      I blinked, and Fax snapped.

      The normally sedate and gentle sun stallion screamed. It wasn’t the high-pitched, glass-shattering cry the night mares used, but rather a hot, crackling noise that sounded like a fiery inferno.

      His scorching mane and tail—a pleasant blue color—flared, and the brassy color of his coat rippled and disappeared as blue and white fire encased the sun stallion.

      It burnt my eyes to even look at him, and he produced a hot, inescapable heat that singed the nearby grass and blackened the gravel we stood on.

      When the fire faded, Fax was about two feet taller. His coat was pure white that was too dazzling to directly look at, and the fire that made up his mane and tail had turned white with shades of light blue. His eyes were whirling balls of flames, and when he snorted, sparks drifted from his nostrils.

      He was terrifying, and my heart beat frantically as Fax drew closer to me.

      Gently, he brushed his muzzle against my temple, then whipped away from me and lunged at Solis, screaming again.
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      Solis jumped backward, landing on the lawn with a squelch.

      I thought he’d try to soothe the fiery sun stallion, but he watched him with tense wariness.

      High pitched squeals echoed from the stable—the night mares calling to the sun stallion.

      I opened my mouth to call Fax off, but as I felt the weight of my staff in my elbow, I paused.

      Rigel agreed to be king, because he was concerned about my safety in meetings with monarchs. He knows who is attacking me. He was hired to kill me when the night mares found me.

      Fax drove the Day King back. “Leila, can you call him off? I think he’s gotten confused in his old age,” Solis shouted to me.

      The Day Court has thrived even though it’s supposedly linked to the Night Court. It has a perfect realm and a great deal of power, even though the original checks put in place by the original king were to leash both the Night and Day Court…and now Solis owes a favor to Angstra and Manith…who aren’t from the Midwest, just like the fae that had kidnapped Amaranth.

      “Solis…what did you do?” I asked.

      Solis nimbly dodged Fax when he charged, but his robe passed too close to the gelding and caught fire. “What are you talking about?” He scrambled to put out his burning clothes.

      I had to be wrong. I wanted to be wrong.

      But the more I thought of it, the more I realized statements I took as signs of Solis’s innocence were carefully phrased pieces of typical fae wordsmithing.

      He’d been late to the Summer Realm and kept the gate open because he kept having to run back to his palace. But why would he leave the gate open in the first place? That’s a pretty careless thing to do when his sun stallions could make gates for him at the snap of a finger.

      And I’d never bothered to straight up ask him if he had been behind the attacks on me. He had said he hadn’t brought the skull monster to the Autumn Realm—which I thought meant he couldn’t have attacked me, but as Rigel had pointed out it seemed like there were two attackers. He probably just wasn’t involved in that particular attack.

      Finally, something he’d said to me the day we went sledding slammed into me like an icy avalanche.

      “He’d kill until the ground ran with blood if he could figure out how to fight against those who attack you.”

      We’d been talking about Rigel at the time, and Solis had specifically said Rigel would kill if he could figure out how to fight…not who to fight.

      He knew Rigel was under a geas, and the protective clause of a contract. Something he’d only know if he made the contract.

      “Leila?” Solis called to me as he avoided Fax some more.

      It’s Solis. Solis has been trying to kill me.

      The Day King watched me, a hint of a smile playing at his lips. “Can you stop fooling around and help?”

      I’d seen enough real smiles from the Day King that I knew this one was as false as they came.

      “Rigel!” I slammed my staff into the ground, letting purple magic twine around me.

      “Finally figured it out, did you?” Solis stood tall, and the metal bracelet on his arm glowed. Fire ignited around his feet, and he seemed to blaze.

      He extended a hand. Light so dazzling and thick it almost seemed tangible shot toward me.

      I forged a ward, then hurriedly threw it in front of me, forming a defensive barrier. Leaning into it, I braced when the light hit my ward, holding it up, even though Solis’s light pushed me back by a few inches.

      My heart screamed at the betrayal, and I struggled to make sense of it.

      “Why are you doing this? You said we’re friends!” I shouted above the clash of our magic.

      “Instead of asking why, you should focus on defending yourself,” Solis advised. He slammed into me with enough magic that I had to focus on my control over my ward, and my palms grew sweaty as my whole body tensed.

      Just how powerful is he?

      “Rigel!” I shouted again. “Chase! Linus!”

      I gritted my teeth as I poured more magic into the ward, fighting to stabilize it as Solis blasted my barrier with the fire of a star.

      The night mares shot out of the stable, trumpeting their anger. Some of the shades chased after them, howling.

      Distantly, I heard the warbling screams of my glooms grow closer.

      Help is coming. I just need to hold on.

      Fax circled back to my shield and reared, releasing his inferno-crackling cry again. And just as the night mares surged around me and the changed sun stallion, Rigel stepped out of the shadows behind Solis.

      Rigel struck at the back of his neck, but something—an invisible barrier or magic of some sort—stopped him just short of stabbing the Day King.

      Solis peered over his shoulder. “You’ve tried that move several times, Wraith. But if you recall the terms of our contract, you can’t harm me.” Solis’s voice was too bright—like a wildfire ripping through a forest.

      “The contract was canceled,” Rigel snarled.

      “Ahh, yes. But the geas and terms remain. That’s why you’ve been unable to tell your beloved queen everything, is it not?” Solis asked.

      I gripped my staff. The wooden pole bit into my palm. “You were the one who hired him to kill me.”

      “Correct,” the Day King said. “Though if I’d known you were gutsy enough to marry an assassin who tried to kill you, I would have worded his geas differently. Think hard enough, and you’ll likely figure out what other damage I’ve caused you.”

      Solis created a ward, protecting him as Fax and the night mares charged.

      Solstice kicked at the ward, while Eclipse and Comet body slammed it.

      The barrier shook, but held—even when Fax rammed it and bodily pushed Solis a foot back.

      I was barely aware that Rigel circled around Solis, coming to stand at my side.

      My mind whirled as I tried to connect the dots. “The spiders, the attack in the market and the theater—that was your work, wasn’t it? Did you give Myron the spell that attacked me in the race?”

      “No, I had nothing to do with Myron,” Solis said. “That particular attack was…” He shut his mouth and went silent.

      “The same person who delivered the skull monster, I imagine?” I snarled. “Since you plainly said you weren’t involved in that. But you purposely left your gate to the Summer Realm open so those fae could get in, didn’t you? You just made sure you didn’t see them so you could claim you didn’t know,” I said. “You were open with select details because it gave you a chance to instantly deflect any suspicion.”

      “Congratulations, you’ve found me out.” Solis swept his eyes across the mansion. He’d double layered his ward—something I wish I had known was possible previously—with the outer layer being the usual gold, and the inner layer being the blue of a star. With his thickened ward, he held off the night mares, shades, and glooms with ease. “More importantly, your people are surprisingly bad at defensive tactics. How long have you been shouting at me, and they still haven’t appeared?”

      What the—he’s criticizing us in the middle of a fight?! Is he nuts?

      A shot rang, and Solis grunted as red spread across the sleeve of his robe. He gripped the bullet wound and shifted his ward, protecting his side as Chase—his gun still aimed at the Day King—crept closer to him.

      Chase moved in, low to the ground, stopping when he was roughly the same distance from Solis as we were.

      Directly across from him, guards swarmed the driveway. Some of my shades and glooms stood intermixed with them, snarling as the guards wracked their guns or activated their artifacts which glowed with magic.

      Against all logic, Solis’s shoulders relaxed, and the darkness in his eyes lessened.

      What? Why would he relax after seeing everyone?

      “It would seem we’ve found one of the parties responsible for the attacks.” Chase—usually controlled to the point of stiffness—snarled, and his eyes glittered dangerously. “I assume he’s somehow tied to the organization the Paragon warned us of.”

      Chase glanced at Rigel.

      Rigel looked angry enough to bite through iron as he loaded a magazine into a handgun and wracked the weapon.

      I, however, was still trying to solve the mystery—it was the only thing that kept me from melting in a puddle of my own misery.

      Solis, the one monarch I had trusted had betrayed—

      Focus! If he’s tied to the organization that means he has a contact. They sent fae who weren’t from the Midwest to kidnap Amaranth and draw me out…

      “It’s Manith and Angstra,” I shouted. “The fae staying with Solis—he said he owes them a favor.”

      I thought Solis might try to deny it, but inexplicably he drew his magic back to himself and merely refocused on his wards.

      “A deal?” Linus strolled across the lawn with small throwing knives pinched between his fingers. He stopped at Chase’s side and studied the Day King with a solemn expression. “Solis…what hell did you bring down on your Court?”

      Before Solis could respond, a white light shimmered behind the Day King. Manith and Angstra emerged, throwing off the illusion that had kept them hidden.

      “You are incapable as you have always been, Day King. Such a disappointment.” Manith sighed as he lowered the massive spear he was holding, pointing it in my direction. Though the spear was easily twice his height, he wielded it as if it weighed nothing. Based on the weird symbols inscribed on it—and the egg sized gem encrusted in the base of the spear—I was guessing it was elf made.

      Angstra held a weapon of her own, a white bow with gold swirls that seemed to actively move up and down the length of the bow.

      They muttered activation words, and their weapons glowed with magic.

      Is it shadow magic? Because those have to be elf-forged artifacts.

      Angstra drew an arrow from the quiver that hung from her belt and shot it at the night mares pressing around Solis.

      The night mares retreated, falling back with the shades and glooms to rally around me.

      “After all your failures, Solis, all we asked for was a simple task. Just draw the Night Queen out away from her defenders. But you can’t even do that?” Angstra smiled cruelly as she and Manith strolled up to the Day King. “It’s no wonder you needed our help. You’re terribly incompetent.”

      Layers, I thought. There was a lot of fae wordsmithing, but there are so many layers I don’t know what to even take from that!

      Manith pointed his spear at me. “It’s unfortunate that we couldn’t quietly kill you, Night Queen, but it seems like a public confrontation is unavoidable.”

      “You could just stop attacking me,” I felt obliged to point out.

      “Impossible.” Angstra nocked another arrow in her bow as the Night Court guards shifted into a half moon circle around her, Solis, and Manith. Angstra ignored them and swiveled to face me. “We calculated for your death to sink the Night Court. Instead, you’ve reversed the progress we’ve made.” She loosened the arrow, which hit my shield and disappeared in a black whirl of shadow magic.

      When the darkness faded, my heart sputtered.

      The arrow was gone, but despite all my practice and all the power I’d put into my shield, it had cracked at the impact point. Even as I tried to pour more magic into the fractured shield, I felt the sharp and ancient brush of elf shadow magic—which, for the record, I really hated.

      It ate away at my shield, consuming some of the magic I poured into the ward to try to restore it.

      Oohhh, this is not good.

      Manith stabbed the ground. Magic curled around him like a mist, and shadowy figures peeled off the ground and scrabbled toward my people. They crawled forward in a variety of shapes and forms—some looked like the shadow snakes from the theaters, others were creepily humanoid.

      Chase whistled three sharp notes, and the Night Court countered.

      A rune flickered around the gardens, and a massive ward sprouted over the mansion.

      Indigo, Chrysanthe, and Skye stood on the steps with a few other staff members, throwing orbs of light, illusions, and whatever magic they could handle at Angstra and Manith.

      The shades, night mares, and glooms stalked through my guards, moving so they were evenly spaced in a clearly practiced pattern.

      The animals attacked the shadow magic that stalked toward the guards, ripping, clawing, and stomping it to pieces while guards shot at the trio, or launched magical attacks of their own.

      “My Sovereign!” A faun guard crouched at my side. “We need to get you into the mansion—under the protection of the wards.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” I said. “I’m not leaving now!”

      “Your safety is most important,” the faun said.

      But should it be? a nasty part of me wondered. I can’t save the Night Realm…and even if Rigel is king, a full power transfer won’t happen until I die.

      I mentally kicked the defeatist thought away. Nope, nope! It’s fine. Especially because if Angstra and Manith have gone through all of this to try to kill me, it obviously means I’m doing something right.

      “I’m staying!” I declared.

      Overhead, the clouds drifted away, and a purple-blue sky emerged, dotted with twinkling stars as the full moon drifted into place.

      I was bringing the Night Realm to my mansion grounds.

      “You’re insane,” Rigel growled. He’d used all his bullets to shoot and destroy some of the shadows closing in on our people and was in the process of switching to using a sword as Fax ignited a shadow that stalked up to us and turned it into a blazing inferno, and then ash.

      I ignored Rigel’s observation. “I’m guessing you can’t harm Angstra or Manith?” I asked.

      Rigel grimly slammed his sword through the chest cavity of a shadow creature.

      “That would be a yes,” I said.

      I’d finished patching the crack in my ward, when Angstra released another arrow. It slammed against my barrier with the darkness of a black hole, producing another crack.

      I gritted my teeth as I poured more magic into my ward.

      Since I was being forced to not only keep the ward up—something that came easily to me after my endless hours of practice—but also measure out my magic and feed it in so the shadow magic Angstra’s arrows left behind didn’t consume the ward itself, it was a tedious process—one that consumed more concentration than magic.

      I risked glancing at Solis. He’d taken up a fortified position near us and was crouched down, funneling all of his magic and attention into keeping his barrier up and running.

      Linus was taking a crack at attacking Manith and Angstra—he raised a ward between the pair to separate them. Manith hefted his spear—which writhed with shadows and darkness—and stabbed it into the ward, instantly collapsing it as Angstra nocked another one of her terrible arrows.

      How are we going to beat them? I have power, but I’ve only learned wards—which it seems like they’re prepared for. Rigel would be our best shot, but he can’t directly attack them. And what do we do about Solis?

      My heart twisted at the Day King’s betrayal, and I stared at him as magic roared around us.

      My pets continued to ravage the shadow creatures that closed in on us—with some help from Skye, Indigo, and the staff who flung light orbs from the sidelines.

      It had continued to grow darker as I unconsciously dragged the Night Realm into our world as I pulled more magic through my staff.

      Chase and the guards were slowly closing in on the pair, who stood half hidden behind Solis’s shield. Whenever Angstra had an arrow ready she’d spring out from behind the shield and shoot at me before darting back in, while Manith attacked everyone else.

      Chase must have been prepared for something like this because all of the guards had already fired at least double what we’d used on the spiders, and they still had magazines left.

      “Solis!” Angstra snarled.

      Solis raised a double layered golden ward at their backs, protecting them from bullets.

      Manith sneered as he twirled his spear, gathering more shadow magic. “You can’t think you’ll win with petty human trinkets—”

      Bang!

      Manith snarled with pain and gripped his bleeding hand—one of the guards had shot him. Seething, he slammed his spear into the ground, making a wave of shadows that encircled him and rippled out, moving the ground underneath the guards’ feet and tossing them backwards.

      He swung around at Chase and flung a spear formed of shadows at him.

      “No!” Chrysanthe tackled Chase, and the duo barely avoided getting hit.

      This is bad. Very bad. There are three of them, but Manith and Angstra can hold us back with their shadow magic. How can we counter them? Do we just try to hold out and hope the Paragon will show soon? Should I try doing something?

      Angstra shot another arrow at my ward—which I patched. Some of the guards were starting to toss their sidearms aside and were moving on to magic attacks—which Solis blocked with his wards.

      If only Rigel didn’t have that stupid contract with its fancy fae wordsmithing! Wait—fae wordsmithing.

      “Rigel!” I yipped when another arrow shot through the frayed edge of my ward, surprising me when it streaked past. I impatiently collapsed the ward—making Indigo scream—and raised a brand new one that was perfect and strong—and a lot easier to hold while I tried to think. “Is the magic in your contracts like the magic hold I have over my Court, or is it something different?”

      I was very careful to ask about his contracts in general—not the specific one he had with Solis, which he wouldn’t be able to answer.

      Rigel’s silver hair gleamed in the light produced by all the magic attacks bouncing around the mucky lawn. “What?”

      “Does the magic in your contracts keep you from at all hurting whoever hires you, or only from purposely hurting them, like the magic that binds my Court?” I asked.

      Rigel sliced through a humanoid shadow. “Purposely hurting.”

      “Okay.” I clutched my staff and kept on funneling magic as Angstra shot another arrow at me. This one didn’t just crack my ward, it punched all the way through.

      Chrysanthe screamed, but I just slapped more magic into my barrier.

      That means he can harm them, as long as it’s an accident. How could I make that happen?

      I glanced at the starry sky—which almost seemed to mock me that I had enough power to do that but I didn’t know how to form an attack! Then I locked eyes with Solis, standing behind his double shield, and an idea tickled my mind.

      “What are you planning?” Chase demanded.

      “It’s fine!” I said.

      “No, it’s never fine when you say it’s fine!” Indigo screamed from the porch of the mansion.

      “Rigel, we’re going to move forward,” I said. “I want to get up to Solis.”

      Rigel’s eyes flicked to the Day King.

      Angstra and Manith still stood behind him—even more protected by the two sets of shields Solis was powering, but Angstra still had to step out of the ward to shoot at me.

      When she goes back in—that’s when I have to move.

      Angstra lunged out from behind the shield, shooting another dark arrow at me. She unfortunately had perfect aim, so like all the ones before it, it hit my shield.

      Since I wasn’t funneling as much magic into my ward the arrow shot through, barely missing me.

      “Leila!” Chase snarled in warning.

      I dropped my ward again and sprinted forward, tracing out runes in my mind and prepping magic. I stopped when I was close enough to Solis’s shield that I could reach out and touch it.

      Slamming my staff into the ground, I unfolded the ward which bloomed into the barrier, raising just in time before Angstra managed to get a shot at me from this new, awkward angle.

      “Whew!” I tucked my staff into the corner of my arm so I could wipe my sweaty hands off on my shirt and jeans. “That was close!”

      “That was idiotic!” Chase barked.

      “I’d say I’m sorry, but I’m not.” I adjusted my hold on my staff and glanced through my barrier. “Hello, Solis,” I said, some of my hurt and anger seeping through in my voice.

      “Leila.” Solis raised an eyebrow. “Making your move?”

      “Always,” I sweetly said.

      This was part of my plan—to make Manith and Angstra think I was distracted and weakened. I was going to play like a fae and set a trap for them.

      I hope. If I can pull this off—if Rigel can pull it off.

      “Why’d you do this, Solis?” I asked.

      “Does it matter?” A harsh laugh escaped from the Day King’s throat as he held his double-thick ward strong. “I’ve been trying to kill you since before the night mares bound you to your Court.”

      My heart spasmed—the one monarch I’d counted on for months had always been plotting against me?

      “You said we were friends.” I didn’t have to fake my emotions for this—my fingers tightened convulsively around my staff, and I narrowed my eyes.

      Solis shrugged. “Being friends meant it was easier to get close to you. Easier to plot against you.”

      “Even if you were exceptionally bad at it?” I sarcastically asked.

      Solis sneered at me. “You lived in fear, didn’t you? Too paranoid to eat, too frightened to sleep.”

      I was so mad I barely noticed when Angstra shot a hole in my ward. I threaded my barrier with magic—fixing the break—then dropped the ward I’d been prepping, attempting to slice vertically through Solis’s shield.

      Sparks popped and lightning danced where my new ward struggled to grow, but Solis’s double barrier held.

      “Can’t save your realm, and you can’t counter me, can you, Night Queen?” Solis taunted above the clashing hiss of our magic.

      I wanted to scream like one of my night mares, but dimly I realized he was up to something.

      He’s trying to rile me up…but why?

      “Chrys,” I shouted.

      “What do you want?” the fae lady snarled as she gutted a shadow monster.

      “If you would please.” I waited until she was looking my way before I tapped my arm and glanced at Solis.

      She nodded and formed an orb of light in her hands.

      Solis’s shields were open on the sides, but Manith and Angstra had been able to counter everything tossed at them.

      What they hadn’t counted on was Chrys. She tapped Twilight’s shoulder—he was the closest night mare to her—and the two rushed Manith, Angstra, and Solis.

      Once close enough, Chrysanthe chucked the orb of light and ran back to Chase and the others—Twilight covering her.

      Solis shouted in pain when the orb smacked his arm, right where Chase had shot him—the light itself probably did zero damage to him, but chucking anything at a bullet wound was bound to hurt.

      He dropped to his knees, and I gathered as much magic as I could, preparing to forcibly crack both of his barriers open while he was distracted.

      “This was all my own doing.” Solis’s voice was hoarse with pain. “The Day Court had nothing to do with it. My people are too innocent to bloody their hands with your death.”

      I paused, barely holding my magic in check. “What, you just personally hate half fae, then?”

      Solis laughed darkly. “I’d say all of my attacks against you speak loud enough, don’t they?” He smirked at me through the haze of our wards and managed to look arrogant, even though he was still clutching his arm, on his knees, and gritting his teeth in pain. “And I’ll never stop, Leila. If I survive this I’ll come for you again and again. There would be repercussions to letting me live.”

      Repercussions. The day we’d gone sledding, Solis had told me he was still dealing with repercussions from Nyte flinging the Night Court into a downward spiral.

      He’s warning me, I realized. That wasn’t a threat, but a warning. He’s being forced to do this against his will!
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      I stared at Solis and made some rapid last moment changes to my plan.

      I switched my staff to a one-handed hold. “Solis, stand up.”

      Magic whirled around us as my people attacked Manith and Angstra, and they shot off their horrible shadow magic. But time seemed to slow as Solis struggled to stand.

      My staff gleamed with my purple magic—which I continued to hoard.

      When Solis was finally standing, I extended my hand. Narrowing my eyes as the moon and stars cast a soft light on the fight, I ordered, “Lower your shield.”

      For the first time since he’d revealed himself, something sad twitched across the Day King’s face. “Help the next Day King if you don’t want this to happen again.” He paused, and the wrinkles around his eyes tightened with anguish. “Please.”

      “No,” I said. “Drop the ward.”

      Solis briefly closed his eyes, but when he opened them again his expression was steady. He held up his hand so it was directly across from mine…and dropped his barrier. “I’m sorry.”

      The words were barely out of his mouth before I lowered my ward, grabbed him by the wrist, and yanked hard, swinging him behind me.

      He must have fallen down based on the wet splat he produced, but I didn’t look back. I was closing in on my real enemies.

      Angstra nocked an arrow in her bow and swiveled to face me. “It will give me such great pleasure to finally—”

      I dropped the slew of wards I’d been holding. They sprouted around Angstra and Manith, forming a complete sphere that held them prisoner, just like I’d done with the fae in the Summer Realm.

      Before the barriers had finished forming I copied Solis and slammed a second round of wards into place, supporting the original layer.

      Angstra screamed and hammered inefficiently at the shield with her fist. “He betrayed you! Kill him!”

      “You cannot still be deceived by him,” Manith scoffed, his voice muffled in the enclosed space. He was trying to distract me with anger. Holding my staff, I could see he was building power in his spear.

      Time to strike.

      “I’m not an idiot,” I scoffed.

      I glanced at the night sky and tried to mentally reach for it. Holding my staff—and concentrating—I could feel the glittery stars, which felt like soft sand, and the night sky was a brush of velvet.

      “Everything Solis had said to me dripped with fae wordsmithing,” I said. “He shied away from giving me a reason for attacking me, and he’d practically screamed at me that he couldn’t stop trying to kill me.”

      Solis was being forced into this—undoubtedly through the favor he owed Manith and Angstra. I wasn’t going to abandon him now.

      Though I was going to make him have one heck of a heart-to-heart with me after this.

      When Angstra shot an arrow at the inner layer of my ward, it was easy enough to draw stability from the second layer to reinforce the first, closing the crack up at a much faster rate.

      Wow, this is nice! But my brain feels like it’s being split about twenty different ways. I’m not sure how long I can hold this.

      “Rigel?”

      I don’t know how he knew, but he did.

      My silver-haired husband raced toward my double shields. He skidded to a stop at the edge of my ward, and slipped through when I shakily parted two of the shields to give him access.

      I slammed the wards back in place behind him, sealing him in with Manith and Angstra.

      Manith laughed. “You really are foolish.” He brandished his magic-charged spear at Rigel. “Your pet assassin cannot hurt us!”

      My entire body tensed as I tugged at the Night Realm—although I didn’t feel a connection to the land like I should have, when I held my staff I could feel the magic of the place. Come on, work!

      Just as Manith raised his spear, I flooded the enclosure with the night.

      Encased by my wards, it was as black as tar. The darkness was so thick I couldn’t see Angstra—who was screaming—or Manith.

      “Rigel, you can’t see them, can you?” I strolled closer to the enclosed dome, which swirled with velvety darkness.

      “Correct,” Rigel said from inside the shield.

      “Then it wouldn’t be your fault if you, say, released an attack in an effort to try to get out of my wards. After all, it wouldn’t be your fault—you have no idea where they are, and you’re just trying to break my ward.”

      Silence finally settled across the front lawn, and then Manith and Angstra began screaming.

      Chase, the night mares, and about ten guards stalked up to me and my wards, moving into position as occasional flashes of light cut through the shadows inside the barrier.

      I had to grit my teeth and really concentrate when Rigel started throwing his powers around.

      It felt like he hit everywhere all at once, and my wards wavered with the pressure of his magic.

      After about ten seconds I lost one wall in the sphere.

      Hoping for the best, I let the rest of the wards falter and drop, while I started spinning a second group, just in case.

      Rigel stepped out of the darkness.

      A moment passed, and he threw Manith at Chase’s feet, followed seconds later by Angstra.

      Neither of the fae were holding their weapons. Both were terribly bloody, but still breathing.

      Chase slapped a pair of anti-magic cuffs on each of the fae, as Chrys and Linus did the same to Solis.

      I let go of the frantic clutch I had on the Night Realm—I didn’t totally get how I had dragged it into this world, but I’d fumbled my way through this whole fight, so that was good enough for me.

      Releasing the wards—and my death grip on the Night Realm—almost made me fall over in relief.

      “That worked—I’m so happy, I totally didn’t think it was going to work.” I sat down on the soggy ground—I was too lightheaded to care if my butt got wet or not—and stuck my head between my knees.

      “You didn’t know it would work?” Skye’s voice was lined with hidden thunder.

      “Nope. I just had confidence in Rigel.” I sighed in relief. “I’m so good at choosing who to marry—and at hiring people. And I pick good friends! I’m such a good judge of character—go me!”

      “How can you say that?” Solis demanded. “Why didn’t you throw me in there with Manith and Angstra?”

      When I no longer felt dangerously wobbly, I managed to lift my head.

      Solis wasn’t resisting as guards stood on either side of him, though he was watching in shock as one of the medic guards sliced through the sleeve of his robe to look at his bullet wound.

      “Why?” I repeated. “Because you’re my friend.”

      Solis’s face crumpled with pain, and he sagged in the guards’ grasp, dropping to his knees.

      Rigel scooped me out of the muck of the lawn and helped me stand. Together, we walked over to Solis, arm in arm.

      I crouched down in front of the Day King and put my hand on his shoulder. “It’s fine, Solis. We’ll get this figured out.”

      Solis groaned as if his very soul was pained, and he shook his head. “I never deserved your friendship.”

      “Friendship isn’t about deserving,” I told him. “It’s about knowing you’re never alone.”

      Rigel—he’d remained standing—made a noise in the back of his throat.

      I looked up just in time to see the Paragon park his car in the driveway and fling his door open.

      “I’m here!” the elderly fae declared. “Just let me get Aphrodite out of her car seat—great, greasy, gravy! What happened here?”

      I leaned into Rigel’s leg and tried to summon the strength to stand but failed miserably. “Paragon, I am so glad to see you.”
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      We didn’t get any answers until the following day.

      Once we’d explained to the Paragon what had happened, he phoned the Dominant, the Ancient, the Magister—the top werewolf, vampire, and wizard in the USA.

      Killian Drake and Hazel Medeis arrived with a task force of vampires and wizards and they—with Chase and some of our own guards—took Manith and Angstra to a secure location where they could be held, and their magic neutralized.

      The Paragon drove off with Solis, saying only that it was unsafe for the Day King to run around loose until we knew whatever bargain that bound him to Manith and Angstra had been broken.

      The next day the Paragon told us to meet him at the library so he could bring us to his pocket realm—and give us some answers.

      I wasn’t quite sure what to expect. Chase, Linus, Indigo, Skye, Chrysanthe, and Rigel surrounded me like a mob when the Paragon zapped us in.

      I thought I’d feel awkward, or maybe still a little hurt, but instead I mostly just felt a comradery with them, because I was almost certain they hadn’t slept at all the night before.

      Solis had black bags under his eyes and had aged about ten years.

      The Paragon looked fine, but there were five Starbucks cups on a table by his tea cabinet, so I don’t know if it was just his insane stamina, or if he’d been guzzling caffeine to keep himself going.

      The Paragon had escorted us out to the garden, where Solis was already waiting, then he went back to retrieve a tea caddy and—most likely—Aphrodite.

      Solis stood and convulsively clutched a log that he was probably supposed to toss on the fire. The Paragon had swapped out the garden furniture since I had last been here with a massive stone fire pit encircled by couches that overflowed with cushions and warm throw blankets.

      A fire crackled in the pit, but although Solis held a log for it and it smelled faintly of browned marshmallows, I was pretty sure it was an illusion and the fire was magic-made because I didn’t see or smell any smoke.

      Flowers still bloomed around the garden—even though it was way too cold for anything to be budding, much less sprouting, yet. But the little pond and waterfall that trickled from the brick walls that encased the garden were frozen over. The waterfall was actually really beautiful with frosty, teal-blue icicles that dripped down the little rock formation.

      Garlands entwined with twinkling lights elegantly hung from the glass ceiling and were tied off with festive red bows. The ground was still mostly moss, but despite the glass ceiling, there was mysteriously still a patch or two of snow.

      The smoke-less fire warded off the slight chill to the air, but the gardens were a lot warmer than the slushy outdoors we’d trudged through while waiting for the Paragon to pick us up.

      I turned in a circle, trying to find the marshmallows I’d scented out earlier, while wondering if I did find them whether I really wanted to eat them. The last time I’d been here the Paragon had essentially gotten all the monarchs excluding me dead drunk on snacks and tea.

      It took me two twists before I realized all of my group—Skye, Indigo, Linus, Chase, Chrysanthe, and Rigel—were staring down Solis, who was visibly wilting.

      I strolled across the garden and beamed at the Day King. “Hey, Solis! Did the Paragon convert you into a coffee drinker overnight?”

      Solis stared at me. “You still haven’t changed your mind?”

      I plopped down on a cushion next to where he was standing. “Changed my mind about what?”

      “You aren’t furious with me? Don’t you want me to pay for the pain I’ve caused you?” he asked.

      I tilted my head as I peered up at him. “Are we friends?”

      Solis smiled grimly at me. “I don’t have a right to claim the title after what I’ve done to you—and the Night Court.”

      “Just answer the question, Solis,” I said.

      He rubbed his forehead. “We’re friends—if you’ll have me.”

      I patted the cushion. “Then sit down and tell me about it—about everything.”

      Solis stared down at me. “How can you be so forgiving? You know I tried to have you killed—how can you just accept this?”

      “Because we’re friends,” I said. “Which means I know you only would have done any of this if you had no choice. Explain.”

      Solis warily looked from me to my friends—who still hadn’t moved from the pathway.

      Oppressive silence strangled the gardens, and then Linus laughed as he sauntered up to the couches.

      “Stop looking like someone stole your pony, Solis.” He sat down on the Day King’s other side. “You were always Leila’s favorite from the monarchs. And you forget, the only person on this earth who hates Nyte more than you is her—she was saddled with the mess that queen left behind. She’s going to be more sympathetic than anyone else.”

      Solis shakily inhaled, then nodded.

      What does Nyte have to do with any of this—more importantly, how the heck does Linus know this all relates to Nyte?

      I leaned forward so I could peer at Linus across Solis. A part of me had to wonder how I’d ever been so blind to think that Linus was a genuine idiot.

      Solis relaxed a little, but his gaze strayed to my friends again, which was when I realized it was Rigel he was looking at.

      Rigel shrugged. “I tried to kill her, and she married me.”
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      A bark of laughter escaped from the Day King, and he slumped to his seat as Rigel took the spot on my open side.

      His joke seemed to break the tension, and everyone else wandered over, selecting seats around the fire.

      The Paragon bustled in at that moment, pushing a cart loaded with tea implements. Sitting on the cart, was the Paragon’s hairless cat, Aphrodite.

      Aphrodite was pink skinned and usually curled up in warm blankets, or was being carried around by the Paragon in a car seat or a baby sling.

      Today, however, the Paragon had bundled her into a thick, fleece lined sweater, and had somehow stuffed her into a winter cap, which had large triangle tents on the top of the hat for her ears.

      She was so swaddled in cloth that when she jumped on the couch, she waddled instead of walked across the cushions, fearlessly marching across Rigel’s lap in her quest to reach me.

      “Excellent—it looks like everyone is getting along marvelously! Aphrodite approves,” the Paragon announced.

      Aphrodite purred and sank her claws into my blue jeans as the Paragon shoved a cup of tea into Solis’s hands. “Here,” he said.

      “Thank you, Paragon.” Solis unthinkingly took it and sipped the tea.

      I considered telling Solis that the Paragon routinely charmed his tea, but I suspected the Paragon had given Solis a different, calming tea based on the way Solis’s tension eased pretty much immediately.

      “The bargain Solis had with Manith and Angstra has been broken,” the Paragon announced. “And Solis has reneged on his deal with Rigel, who should now be free to talk about the contract Solis took out with him.”

      “How’d you get the bargain taken care of?” I asked.

      “Blood and force?” Rigel suggested.

      “No, we did not physically force Manith and Angstra to break the bargain, you bloodthirsty cub!” The Paragon stood up straight and smoothed his mustache. “I, being the Paragon, I have the ability and training to break bargains! It is part of my role, you know.”

      “I don’t believe it,” Linus said. “You got Killian Drake to scare them, didn’t you?”

      “I did not!” the Paragon said shrilly. “I broke it myself—and it took most of the night I’ll have you know.”

      “We believe you,” Skye said soothingly.

      “Yep,” Indigo piped in.

      Solis stared into his cup as the Paragon puttered with the tea tray, passing out cups to everyone—except me and Rigel, who refused. “I remember this tea,” Solis said.

      “I should think so.” The Paragon snorted into his beard. “I call it ‘calm the heck down.’ I used to feed it to you all the time when you came to my pocket realm, hot and bothered about Nyte and the destruction she was wreaking on her Court.”

      Solis winced. “I see.”

      “I regret it, you know,” the Paragon said.

      “The tea?” I asked.

      The Paragon glared at me. “No.” He flicked his eyes to Solis. “That you came so often to seek help, and I didn’t do enough.”

      Solis shrugged. “You are the Paragon. You cannot show favoritism.”

      The Paragon sat down and patted his lap as an invitation to Aphrodite.

      The cat turned her head in his direction. I swear she glared—the pink skin of her forehead wrinkling so she looked angry—and then she turned away from him, making the tassels attached to the ear sleeves of her hat bob.

      It seems someone doesn’t appreciate being wedged into a sweater.

      The Paragon sniffed at his cat—who ignored him—then huffed and tried to toss his exceedingly long beard over his shoulder, but accidentally got his hand caught in it and yanked his own head.

      “Ouch! Bother this—” The Paragon cut himself off with a growl. “Anyway. You’re wrong, Solis. I should have done better. My only defense is I am not nearly as…wise as many think me to be, and while I have a great deal of power and can break many fae rules there are other laws that hold me back. But we don’t need excuses now. The Night Queen and her Court need an explanation. I shall start.”

      The Paragon turned his attention to me. “You know how bad the Court was when you were made queen. It was on the brink of collapsing, was deep enough in debt it’s a wonder the mansion still had electricity, and the members of the Court were entrenched with battling each other in the misguided notion that power would help them survive.”

      “I lived through it, Paragon,” I dryly said.

      “Yes, but you need the reminder. Because as Nyte dragged her people down, the failing Night Court—linked to the Day Court—dragged Solis and his people down as well,” the Paragon said.

      “I obviously didn’t have to deal with any debt,” Solis said, taking over the narration. “Our financials are our own. The largest problem was the destabilization of the Night Realm. Every time the Night Realm lost land, so did the Day Realm. No matter how much power I poured in—and despite the fact that it hadn’t been much of a problem previously. In addition to lost land, the towers of the Sun Palace started to crumble. Plant life began to wither—the Day Realm was failing.”

      Solis took another sip of his tea—which must have had some kind of relaxation charm given the way his shoulders loosened up. “Of course, the Day Realm didn’t spiral as badly as the Night Realm, but it was bad enough to make my citizens afraid. We took some damage to the towers—structural integrity was beginning to be a problem. Around then the Day Court began to experience political unrest as the fear grew and festered. And as long as Nyte did her best to break the Night Court, the Day Court would suffer, and I’d be unable to fix it.”

      “And the Paragon couldn’t help?”

      Solis grimly shook his head, and the Paragon sighed as if he was in pain.

      “Sometimes I wish I had different powers.” The Paragon stared into the fire. “But aiding with the wards is something I can’t do given that—like you, Leila—I don’t have a connection to any Court.”

      Aphrodite—forgiving him, apparently—picked her way over to the Paragon and settled on his lap, drawing a smile from him.

      “The Day Court has been in excellent condition as long as I’ve been queen, though,” I said.

      “It prospered even before Nyte died,” Skye added.

      Solis set his teacup down on his knee. “Yes. Because I made a bargain.”

      My blood froze in my body at the prospect, and I winced in sympathy—don’t make bargains with fae, it was one of my rules to live by.

      “With Manith and Angstra?” Chase confirmed what we all assumed.

      Solis nodded. “They arrived approximately right when Nyte started to go after Killian Drake in earnest—they probably made a deal with her as well, to give her support in the fight against Killian. Nyte once used a holy elf sword against him, and I’m almost positive Angstra and Manith supplied it. But although I suspected it at the time, it was already too late to act on it. I’d been in a bargain with them long before then, and I wouldn’t be released until I paid the price they asked for.”

      “What did they do for you?” Skye asked.

      “They stabilized the Day Realm—which solved the unrest and fear in the Day Court. Every month they used magic on the failing wards, and they fixed the structural problems within the palace. I suspect, based on what the Paragon and I have discussed, that they used elf magic, and Manith and Angstra were actually repairing the barrier each month. As long as I did what they asked, they’d keep repairing the barrier, and the Day Realm stayed healthy and didn’t lose land. But then they named their price.

      “I was stupid,” Solis continued. “When I made the bargain I was so desperate that when they said they would come up with a price at a later time I agreed, even though they openly told me I wouldn’t be allowed to refuse the request…which came in shortly after the night mares were released. They informed me, I was to kill the next monarch of the Night Court.”

      Solis glanced wretchedly at me. “I had to—the bargain made it impossible not to. But for all of Manith and Angstra’s cleverness, they’d never thought to specify how hard I had to try to kill the next monarch, so my attempts were halfhearted at best. I hired Rigel because I knew once the next monarch was crowned, he wouldn’t be able to hurt them. I sent spiders because those were some of the smallest and easiest to defeat monsters Manith and Angstra had at their disposal. When I came to know you, Leila, I can’t tell you how I regretted my bargain. I tried to fight it, but a price must be paid.”

      “But that’s why the attacks by you were easy to fight off,” I said. “You only attacked me when I was surrounded by my people, and in ways where there wouldn’t be any collateral damage—like the shadow snakes in the movie theater and the attack in the market.”

      “I tried, yes,” Solis said bitterly. “But Manith and Angstra figured out what I was doing over the winter. When they made me attack you around the time Rigel returned, I meant to only send over a few spiders. They added to the spell and sent the whole swarm they’d been breeding for months.”

      “The attack during the Magiford Midsummer Derby—the spell Myron planted. Did he get it from you?” Chrysanthe asked.

      “No.” Solis stared down at the log he was holding and finally tossed it in the firepit. The fire crackled, but the log didn’t burn at all—proving that it had to be magic. “He made a deal directly with Manith and Angstra—he met them visiting a business acquaintance in the Day Realm,” Solis said. “After that I tried to be a lot more careful about who I let them fraternize with, but they outmaneuvered me several times—like the time you all came sledding, and when you first met them at your celebratory banquet, Leila.”

      “Based on what you could say at Birch’s Summer Palace, I take it your only role in Amaranth’s kidnapping was to keep the gate open and purposely not see anyone go through it?” Rigel asked.

      “Yes. They originally meant to snag Leila. But I’d dug my heels in and refused to do more. They tried to force me into submission,” Solis continued. “They refused to patch the wards, and the Day Realm lost land.”

      “You should have tried to tell her, Solis—like our boy Rigel. Though let the records show he did a hideously bad job at it.” Linus threw a brotherly arm over the Day King’s shoulders—even though Solis was older than him. “If she’d known, Leila would have tried to help you.”

      Solis flexed his hands and stared at them. “I occasionally dared to hope, but I thought forgiveness would be impossible. I’d betrayed Leila—betrayed the fae of the region. My greatest hope was to minimize damage to the Day Court and attempt to keep Manith and Angstra from succeeding. I was banking on the fact that sooner or later I’d be killed—either by Manith and Angstra or by Rigel if he found a way to break our contract—and pray that Leila would be merciful to the Day Court once I was gone.”

      Morbidly curious, I studied Solis’s face—which had a few more wrinkles around the corners of his eyes and his mouth than usual. “Why didn’t you just try to kill me? Like, for real try?”

      “You became my friend. I’ve had a sorrowfully short supply of those among the monarchs, and I didn’t want you to pay the price for my stupidity. Moreover, you became the center of fae political power in the region. Harming you would be a blow we fae wouldn’t recover from.”

      I made a noise of disbelief in the back of my throat. “I don’t know about that. I mean, I can’t protect my own realm,” I said. “I don’t even have a connection with it.”

      “Yes, but the good news is now the region is remarkably clear of death threats for you.” The Paragon eyed me over the rim of his teacup, then scowled when he realized some of his beard had gotten in the cup. “That should clear up your schedule. You’ll be free to focus on your realm, now. And I imagine Solis would be happy to offer you whatever expertise he can.”

      “Of course,” Solis said. “It would be my honor.”

      I tried to smile. “Thanks, Solis.”

      “I have a question.” Indigo pushed her cat eye glasses farther up her nose. “Not for King Solis, but for you, Paragon.”

      “Ask away!” The Paragon gestured with his teacup, almost spilling his drink on his bundled-up cat.

      “How did you confirm it was shadow magic that Manith and Angstra were using?” Indigo asked.

      The Paragon stroked Aphrodite’s head.

      The hairless cat and powerful fae exchanged glances, and the wrinkles folded into the Paragon’s skin multiplied tenfold. “My contact could tell,” he said.

      Rigel narrowed his eyes. “What kind of contact can classify different kinds of elf magic?”

      The Paragon finally looked away from his cat. “One who is an elf.”
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      I’m pretty sure my heart stopped beating. “What?”

      “But that’s impossible,” Indigo piped in. “They’re all dead!”

      “Almost all,” the Paragon said.

      “Not almost all—for certain all!” Indigo said. “They were killed in the last great battle between the elves and the rest of us supernaturals! Every last one of them was hunted down.”

      “Their numbers were already limited—from all of the various infighting between the different families,” Skye added. “The battle involved all of them—no one escaped.”

      This was one of the things we kept from humans—the reason why the elves were gone. We always said they “died out,” but that was the nicest way to describe “exterminated”.

      Elves, you see, were once the most dangerous kind of supernatural of all.

      All powerful, they held all of us supernaturals at their mercy. The fae had served them for generations as the reason why the elves were so powerful—the reason why they bowed to no one—was because of their very natures. They could—by existing—create magic.

      At best the elves had been incredibly dangerous, and as time marched on they became less benevolent and more malevolent, until it became apparent that they intended to ensnare not just supernaturals, but humans as well.

      The more advanced methods of human warfare hadn’t been invented back when the rest of the supernaturals found out about this crazy scheme, but they knew it was only a matter of time.

      Humans greatly outnumbered supernaturals. Even with the all powerful elves, there was no way they’d survive humans if it came to war.

      So the supernaturals turned on the elves. They fought a massive battle and hunted the elves to extinction.

      It was a dark chapter for supernaturals, but even now it was difficult to say if there was another way.

      The fae and all of our infighting weren’t even half as bad as the elves had been. It was possible that if they’d been left alone, they would have ruined us all.

      But we were paying the price, anyway. Though it wasn’t openly talked about much, most of our leaders suspected magic was dying out because the elves weren’t around anymore.

      “It’s not entirely true that no one escaped,” the Paragon said. “The young heirs of several families were never found. A few families escaped—it was just assumed they all died because elf magic disappeared off the earth.”

      Shock silenced everything in the garden.

      I stared unthinkingly into the flames of the fire as I tried to wrap my head around this revelation.

      Elves were alive? Not many, obviously, but we’ve been taught for centuries that they were all dead!

      “Your contact is a descendant of one of those surviving families?” I asked when I could finally get my jaw to work again.

      Elves weren’t immortal—they were close, given that they could live for millennia, but they rarely made it that long because they were so bloodthirsty they often died in battles.

      The Paragon waved his hand. “His lineage isn’t important. But I trust him to identify magic—even if he is a brat and sent me on a wild goose chase to find the answer.”

      “Where is your contact?” Chase asked.

      “Not saying!” the Paragon squawked. “It was blasted difficult to find him, I can’t take any chances!”

      He’s here in Magiford.

      I knew it with absolute certainty.

      The Paragon had once told me he was hanging around Magiford because he was trying to find someone, and he had a source here in the Midwest, who was refusing to give more information.

      I’d bet all my clothing budget that the elf knows who the Paragon is looking for, and he’s the hold up on the trail.

      I leaned back in my cushion and slumped into Rigel.

      I wasn’t going to tell anyone—it was the Paragon’s business, not mine.

      Rigel slipped an arm around my shoulders, enveloping me with his warmth.

      Scratch that. I’ll tell Rigel—but knowing him, he’s figured this out, too.

      “What happens from here on?” I asked.

      The Paragon squinted at me. “That partially depends upon you, Queen Leila. Do you wish to charge Solis with any crimes? The Curia Cloisters will respond, and Solis has already confessed—”

      “No, no, Solis is fine.” I glanced at the Day King and tried to smile. “I’m not such an optimist to say that everything is hunky dory between us, but he’s my friend. He made a stupid mistake—one he could have avoided if he knew my Rules to Live By—but I’m not going to punish him for it.”

      I might have reacted differently if this had happened at the beginning of my reign.

      But between talking with Linus, seeing the way my Court responded to me, and hearing about Rigel’s family…the fae were unable to fathom a world where all of this pain wasn’t normal.

      They’re scared. Scared to lose everything, scared of failing. And can’t I understand that with all the issues I have with my realm?

      I shook my head, trying to brush off my thoughts. “I was actually referring to Manith and Angstra. Have you gotten any useful information out of them? Were they really with the organization you told us about?”

      “I can confirm that,” Solis said. “They never told me about it. But given that they were staying with me, I spied on them as much as possible. They had contacts in the Mid-Atlantic region that they gave reports and updates to, and referred to a power structure.”

      “That’s probably the most proof we’re going to get—at least until we can take a crack at them,” the Paragon grunted. “The Dominant, the Ancient, and the Magister will arrive in Magiford sometime this afternoon with their elite forces. They will take charge of Manith and Angstra, and see what information we can get from them.”

      “You’re not going to take part in that?” I asked.

      The Paragon shook his head. “Those three are more than capable of handling two nasty fae, and I’m on the cusp of a breakthrough with my own personal mission.”

      Rigel narrowed his eyes. “They don’t want you to leave Magiford,” he guessed.

      “It’d be a risk.” Linus folded his arms behind his head. “The organization might try sending someone else after Leila.”

      “The area has obviously become a target for them,” Chase agreed. “Strategically, it would be best to have the Paragon here to keep an eye on things.”

      “None of you are any fun,” the Paragon said. Though he sounded sour and put out, he gently cradled his cat, and when he peered at me, there was a smile in his eyes. “But I will admit to an ulterior motive. With all of this talk of Leila being the hope of the fae—and seeing how her Court has rallied behind her—I have wondered if she has the potential to be the fae emperor.”

      I scoffed. “Please. If I can’t fix my own realm because I lack a connection, there’s no way I could be the emperor. Besides, aren’t emperors really rare?”

      “Mmm, the last one died over fifty years ago,” the Paragon agreed.

      “Whatever. It’s not happening.” I looked to Indigo, Chase, and Skye, expecting backup.

      They were all awkwardly silent.

      Thanks for leaving me out to dry, guys!

      The Paragon took pity on me. He picked Aphrodite up and squeezed her against his chest. “Regardless! What’s next, Queen Leila?”

      “I want help with saving my realm,” I said.

      “Solis is going to help you,” the Paragon reminded me.

      “I will never have enough help until the day it’s fixed,” I said. “Besides, I wanted to hear what you’d think of making Rigel king. He has a connection with the land, he might be able to fix it.”

      The Paragon frowned thoughtfully. “Or perhaps he could at least form the connection point between you and the Night Realm. It’s an idea worth pursuing. What do you think, Day King?”

      “Perhaps it’s possible. But if she was bound to the Court by the night mares I would think he’d get very little power. At least in the eyes of the ancient magic that rules the Court,” Solis said.

      “My daughter doesn’t need him,” Linus insisted. “There’s got to be a special artifact we can find that will help her!”

      “Queen Rime’s siblings are able to help her,” Indigo pointed out. “I think that would indicate that other people could chip in.”

      “Ahh, yes, but they are all winter monarchs in their own right,” Skye pointed out. “Even if their Courts are individualistic, they share that bond.”

      I relaxed into Rigel’s side as the chatter swirled around me.

      I was thrilled everyone was going to help me with my realm—finally, it could be the top priority—but mostly I was relieved that everyone was welcoming Solis back.

      When Linus stepped into my life, and when I first met Rigel, I assumed that as fae they could never learn to love and wouldn’t be anything but dangerous. I was wrong, and I don’t want to repeat that mistake with Solis.

      Rigel slipped his arm farther down my back, easing his hand around the curve of my hip. “Everything okay?” he asked me in a lowered voice.

      I let out the breath I’d been unknowingly holding. “Yep. Everything is fine!”
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      I stalked through the halls of the mansion, Leila slumped against me as she slept soundly in my arms.

      We’d gotten back late from our meeting with the Paragon, and then had a security meeting to make sure the mansion was prepared in case Manith and Angstra’s organization decided to strike in hopes that our guard would be down.

      The meeting lasted until well after midnight, and Leila fell asleep in her chair while Indigo and Skye distributed refreshments.

      Rather than rouse her to send her up to her room, I had opted to deliver her myself.

      Thankfully, when I approached our rooms I saw her bedroom door was open. I maneuvered my way through the door, kicking back with a leg to nudge it shut when we were through and I was certain the room was safe and secure.

      Her bedroom was dark with no lights on, but as a night fae I was at home in the darkness, and it was an easy thing to make my way to her bed.

      I sat down on the mattress and carefully tipped her against my chest so I could free one of my hands to twitch back the covers for her, and pull off the pair of slippers she was wearing.

      I tossed the slippers aside—they brushed against one of the drawn curtains. I’d have to shut them, or the morning sun would wake her, even if the serene moonlight was only a dim light right now.

      Bed preparations completed, I gathered Leila in my arms again…and sat there.

      I should put her on her mattress.

      It was logical—I brought her here so she could sleep.

      And yet, I couldn’t let her go. I didn’t want to let her go.

      Her head rested against my bicep, her black hair spilling around her shoulders.

      Leila was beautiful. I’d long been aware that she was classically attractive—as both a fae and a human. Her eyes were especially gorgeous, but personally I thought she was at her most striking when she was smirking—or pointing a gun at someone.

      She stirred, interrupting my thoughts. She curled against me, wriggling closer so her head rested on my shoulder. This placed her in a more difficult position to accomplish my goal—get her into her bed without waking her—but that insistent stirring in my chest that I’d been experiencing for some months didn’t seem to care about logic.

      I rested my chin on the top of her head as I felt Leila’s steady breathing on my neck.

      I just want to stay with her a little longer.

      As soon as that thought took hold, I knew what the growing feeling was in my chest. I loved Leila.

      I’d loved her for a long time, it had just finally grown and formed into something I could recognize as love.

      The realization brought clarity to some of my seemingly inexplicable behaviors.

      I wouldn’t have let her sleep with me if I didn’t love her—and I never would have told her about my family, either.

      Maybe that was what tipped the scale and made me really love Leila—that she didn’t shrink back when I told her about fighting my own brother.

      I thought she’d either retreat, or pity me. But she’d done neither of those things—she’d moved closer to me.

      No, if I’m capable of such sappy thoughts it happened before then. Possibly when I discovered that she loved me—that she was upset I’d temporarily left her, even though it did baffle me at the time. I’d never been that special to anyone before.

      She stirred, and my arms tightened fractionally around her—trying to assure her enough that she’d keep on sleeping, so I could sit here and hold her.

      A moment passed, and her breath evened out again.

      What do I tell her? How do I tell her?

      Shocking as it was, I was not an upfront fae. I wouldn’t hide my love for her, but I was no Dion.

      I need to show her that I trust her, I concluded. It’s the most precious currency I have.

      Reluctantly, I slipped Leila off my lap and onto her bed. I slipped her legs under the covers and pulled the blankets up to her chin for her.

      She instantly set about making one of her smothering blanket caves.

      I stood up, intending to leave, but the ache in my chest made me reluctant.

      Without thinking, I trekked over to the other side of her bed and sat down.

      I remained upright—I wasn’t too keen on sleeping. The attack against her was still too fresh for me to readily lower my guard. But I could watch her this way.

      She won’t care. And I can use the time to think. Just how much do I love her…and how much trust can I afford to give her?

      Something deep inside me said I could give her everything.
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      “You feel a connection when you use the staff. But is it a connection with your realm, or with magic itself?” Solis asked.

      I felt like a kid being given a pop quiz at school as I was seated at a table Solis had bossed Chase into bringing into the Night Realm. “Um…what’s the difference?” I asked.

      “I bet it’s a connection with magic itself.” Fell folded his arms across his chest and scoffed. “Match her hard-headed bossiness with the power of her artifact, and I imagine even wild magic is unable to fight against her tyranny.”

      “Question.” I held my arm up in the air. “Why is Fell here again?”

      “Because we’re trying to troubleshoot your connection with your realm,” Solis reminded me.

      I played with one of the orbs of light Solis and I had set up to light up the patio—which apparently was my adult classroom given that Linus had held most of my magic classes on the same patio. “Yeah, and I appreciate that. But why did you have to bring him?” I pointed to Fell and wrinkled my nose.

      Solis shrugged. “He volunteered.”

      “What?” I scowled. “No way.”

      “Quite contraire, Night Queen.” Fell strolled closer to my desk. “Did you think I’d pass up this opportunity to witness your incompetence?”

      Rigel—leaning against the stone railing behind me and petting Kevin and Steve who were pressed against his legs—stood up straight.

      Instantly Fell turned around and too casually strolled back the way he’d come.

      “Why didn’t you ask Verdant?” I woefully glanced at the moon hanging in the forever-night sky. “I bet she would have come.”

      “I accepted Fell’s offer because he is hated by his own griffins—the symbol of his Court—and yet he manages to keep his realm in a relatively good order. I thought he might have some insights you and I lack as we are not disliked by our own people,” Solis said.

      “Watch it, Day King!” Fell snapped.

      “You know, I think Fell might be right, and I just feel magic itself,” I said.

      Solis rubbed the bracelet on his wrist and frowned. “I see. You really do have an abundance of magical power. There must be a way to use it as a crutch and form a connection with your realm.”

      “The Paragon hasn’t found any artifact that could achieve a connection.” I gloomily studied the table and shifted in my wooden chair. “He says he thinks it’s because fae are born with a connection to their realm. They just take it for granted that they have that connection.”

      Solis and Fell exchanged glances, and I wanted to slump in my seat.

      “The more I learn about this, the more hopeless it feels,” I whispered.

      Behind me, Rigel stirred. He brushed past the shades and stood next to me, hesitation making his movements awkward.

      When I looked up at him, he held my gaze, his dark, midnight eyes magnetizing. “We’ll come up with a way,” he said. “The Night Court won’t stop fighting for you.” He extended his hand. When I set my palm against his, he threaded our fingers together. “I won’t stop searching for a solution for you.” He bent over my hand but kept his eyes on me, even as his lips brushed my fingers. “I vow it.”

      I believed him.

      Obviously, fae can’t lie, but fae also take their vows seriously. Rigel was not going to let this go. He was going to struggle with me.

      This is why I love him. His ability to bear with me.

      Off to the side, Fell made a gagging noise, breaking the moment.

      I groaned, then turned on the Day King. “Seriously, Solis. Even if he volunteered, why did you bring him?” I scowled at the bratty Autumn King. “He just ruined my moment with Rigel—do you know how rare those are?”

      “Not very.” Fell paused in front of Kevin, but moved along when the shade yawned, flashing his awful teeth. “You two are the most twitterpated couple I’ve had the unlucky chance of witnessing.”

      Rigel hadn’t let go of my hand, but he wasn’t looking at me anymore. He was watching Skye and Indigo as they marched across the lawn, carrying gardening shears for the stressed-out gardener who was inspecting the dead greenery.

      Beyond us, the castle scuttled with life as nobles and common fae alike crawled through the palace, dusting and sweeping the ramshackle structure down to the crumbling cornerstones of its foundation.

      Skye had organized another “realm cleanup” day. I think it was to make me feel better about the place—and I was even more certain she’d told everyone that, because most of my Court had flooded the realm.

      Mermaids and sirens were tinkering with the long dried-up fountains, some of the trolls were working on removing fallen timbers and broken stone from inside the palace, and Dawn and Dusk had convinced a bunch of the dryads to try resurrecting the dead plant life while the night mares, shades, glooms, and even Fax and Bagel roamed freely and inspected everyone’s work.

      Even Lady Lysandra—who hated me because she had a thing for Linus—had come, and was criticizing the crumbling palace’s lack of draperies with Lady Demetria when I had last seen them.

      I felt like I should go help the cleanup efforts, but I needed to listen to Solis and see if we could track down any way for me to artificially forge a connection to the Night Realm.

      I still wasn’t entirely sure how I felt about this shortcoming.

      Facing Manith and Angstra had reminded me just how happy I was as a half fae half human. I’d never regret the life I’d lived with Mom and Dad, and my human half was an important part of me.

      But the inability to connect with the Night Realm…that still stung.

      Mostly because it had been a struggle since I was crowned, and I still hadn’t found a way to fix it.

      But I haven’t been queen for a year. And I only recently discovered that I’m supposed to connect with the realm, but I can’t. It’s still possible we can find a way—especially with Rigel being crowned king and Solis and the other monarchs helping.

      “Maybe we should consult Birch.” Solis flicked an orb of light away when it almost hit him in the head. “Flora is a mere consort, but I’m fairly certain that’s just to dissuade Birch’s enemies from targeting her. If she can feel a connection to the realm despite Birch being the true king, perhaps Rigel really can forge a connection to the Night Realm as a sort of auxiliary unit to you, Leila.”

      “That’d be nice,” I said.

      “Hmmm.” Solis nodded and paced back and forth in front of my table.

      “Might we interrupt you, Queen Leila?” Skye asked as she, Indigo, and Chrysanthe climbed the stairs. The half fae paused on the top step, but Chrysanthe and Indigo ignored formalities and thumped their way across the terrace.

      “How’s it going?” Indigo asked.

      I tried to smile for the trio. “Any discussion is improvement. I hope. How are the cleanup efforts?”

      Indigo and Chrysanthe exchanged looks, then turned to peer back at Skye.

      Skye pressed her lips together in a thin line, then—picking up on my low spirits—she smiled. “Quite well.” She picked her way across the terrace, avoiding a half-destroyed statue. “Given the increase in our workforce, we’ve gotten much more done than I thought we would.”

      Chrysanthe slapped her hands on the table. “Chase called me by my name!”

      “That’s awesome, Chrys!” I said.

      “Yeah, and Lord Dion isn’t acting smarmy toward Skye, but he sighs at her back a lot,” Indigo faithfully reported.

      “The queen doesn’t need to know that,” Skye hissed.

      “Sure she does,” Indigo said. “She charged me with observing the progression of your relationship.”

      Skye scowled at me.

      I batted my eyelashes. “It’s not my fault you won’t tell me when I’m wondering all for the sake of our friendship!”

      “This is precisely why I won’t tell you!” Skye scowled at me, but I could see the way the corners of her lips shivered as she fought a smile.

      “You bother yourself with the romantic entanglements of your staff?” Fell asked me.

      “They’re my friends,” I corrected. “And always.” I winked and added, “If you ever happen to have a ‘romantic entanglement,’ you can bet I’ll be involved in that, too!”

      Solis smiled brightly. “That’s very thoughtful of you, Leila.”

      “She said that only because she’s hoping Fell is idiotic enough to fall in love with someone strong tempered enough to punch him in the face,” Rigel very accurately interpreted.

      I placed my free hand over my heart and closed my eyes. “That would be a real dream come true.”

      “Hey!” Fell complained.

      I laughed and squeezed Rigel’s hand—surprised he was still holding mine. But my stomach dropped to my toes when I heard a familiar rumble.

      I bolted from my chair and grabbed onto the terrace bannister, leaning out over the drop.

      No, please—not now!

      The rumbling continued, and I saw the wards shake.

      “The ward is failing!” Skye shouted.

      Not again!

      I grabbed my staff from where it was leaning on the table and tossed it over the bannister like a javelin. “Solstice—Eclipse!” I sat on the bannister and swung my legs over it, dropping down to the gardens.

      Rigel reacted a second faster than me, gracefully touching down first. “The closest section of the ward is there.” He pointed in the direction of the lake where I’d once summoned a hydra.

      Eclipse and Solstice charged up to us, tossing their heads.

      “Got it.” I leaned my staff against Eclipse’s shoulder, squirmed my way onto her back, and then carefully dragged the staff up, resting it in the familiar formation with the metal top against her neck and the base on her opposite flank. I was only a little jealous when Rigel sprang onto Solstice with ease.

      “Why is it that whenever we are facing a particularly dangerous ride I never get a bridle or saddle?” I asked, trying to fake some courage for myself.

      I didn’t want to face those wards.

      I was about to ride into a battle that I could only lose. But I had to go—on the off chance that I might be able to use sheer force and nullify even a tiny shred of the failing wards.

      Even if the knowledge that I was going to fail left a sour taste in my mouth, even though my fingers shook knowing that there was no way I could support my realm, I had to go.

      Rigel—higher up given Solstice’s bigger build—maneuvered the big gelding so close our legs touched. My consort then leaned over, bridging the gap between us, and kissed me on the lips, gently capturing my chin with one hand.

      “I know,” he said, acknowledging my horrible feelings and fears even though I hadn’t voiced them. “But the Court loves you, and I made a vow. I’m with you, Leila. In everything.”

      His fingers brushed my chin as he released me, centered himself on Solstice, and nudged the big gelding into a trot, and then a canter once he cleared the garden area.

      I sucked a breath of air in, then patted Eclipse’s neck with my free hand when she twisted her head to nose my foot. “I’m fine,” I assured her.

      The mare pinned her ears as I fixed my grip on my staff, but when I squeezed her sides she responded, bursting into a trot and then a gallop. We caught up with Solstice before he and Rigel reached a thicket of half dead trees.

      Eclipse was the fastest of my night mares, and she showed it as we streaked through the thicket and across a dead field. I couldn’t even hear the pounding of Solstice’s hooves when we crossed another open stretch, passing by the enormous lake.

      It took everything I had to hold on to Eclipse—riding stirrup-less is never a picnic, and when a horse is going that fast it’s terrifying.

      By the time she slowed, my hair was windblown and my eyes had teared up so I could barely see.

      I slipped off her side and staggered, nearly dropping my staff on my own head in the process.

      The pale yellow ward—its runes glowing—blazed through my tears. I toddled in its direction as I shoved my hair from my face and used my staff to fix my balance.

      When I could finally see straight, I tapped my staff, summoning my purple magic, then slapped my palm into the ward’s rumbling surface.

      My purple magic spilled into the yellow wall as I tried my hardest to supplement its failing power. My shoulders shook, and I channeled so much magic through my staff it made my head spin.

      The barrier starting flickering, and I whimpered.

      No—please! We can’t lose more!

      I dug my heels in and shoved my staff in front of me, but I felt the ward start to creep in as it failed despite my purple magic swirling on the surface—there, but unable to connect.

      Rigel appeared at my side. He slipped an arm around my waist and, holding a dagger, slammed his fist into the sputtering ward.

      Gray started to swirl in the purple hues of my magic as Rigel angled himself in a way that braced my body.

      I leaned into his chest—for both comfort and support—and clenched my jaw as I poured all my magic into the barrier.

      My heart caught in my throat, and angry tears slipped from my eyes.

      Please, please work! It’s not my fault—and it’s certainly not my Court’s fault.

      As the ward shook it shoved me backwards. Rigel managed to hold us for a moment, but he was also pushed back, our feet digging trenches in the dirt.

      We can’t lose more! My Court needs the Night Realm! Please!

      I don’t know who I was pleading with, but a sob got caught in my throat as the metallic taste of failure filled my mouth.

      My purple magic—fast and potent—had gushed farther down the ward. I could see it racing across the surface—it was about halfway around the circuit of the entire barrier.

      And it’s still not enough. Because I’m not enough.

      The ward sputtered, and I held my breath—dreading the moment it actually collapsed in.

      “No!” I sobbed.

      The glowing runes sizzled, and for a moment they went out, until something slammed into the barrier and they burst back into life, blazing yellow again.
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      On either side of us, Eclipse and Solstice screamed as they braced their shoulders against the ward and leaned in.

      Farther down the line, Nebula tossed her head and reared, ramming into the ward as if it was an enemy she could flatten. Twilight had planted his rear against the barrier and braced himself, his ears pinned as he mulishly leaned back. Comet and Blue Moon were there as well, pushing against the barrier as they screamed their challenge.

      I felt the whispery brush of the night mares’ magic as it mingled with mine on the barrier. I held my breath.

      Could they…?

      The runes shook and sputtered again, dashing my hopes.

      No, the barrier still rumbled as the wards prepared to fall in.

      A howl filled the air, and my shades appeared. Kevin planted his front paws on the barrier and leaned into it while Steve snarled and body slammed it.

      Larry, Bob, Barbra, Mary, and Tom slid between the night mares, pressing their shadowy bodies against the ward.

      A shriek that was pretty similar to the scream of a half-drowned goblin tore through the air, and Muffin and Whiskers appeared. They pounced on the wall, digging their front claws into it.

      But night mares, glooms, and shades kept coming. The wild ones that had opted to remain in the Night Realm appeared, pressing their claws, hooves, and paws against the barrier as they joined the lineup.

      Something slammed into the ward directly above my head, and a laugh and a sob caught in my throat when I saw one of the trash griffins had flown straight into the barrier. It skidded down the magical surface, but with my hand I felt when its tiny essence mingled with all the shades, night mares, and glooms. Tiny pinpricks of essence pinged up and down the ward, and I saw a flock of the trash griffins had flung themselves at the magical barrier, shedding a few feathers as they stuck to the surface like glue.

      Will the runes hold?

      I studied the magical markings that were burned into the ward. They glowed brighter now, and for a moment I dared to hope.

      The barrier didn’t lean into my palms as heavily, and my chest twisted painfully as I stared at the runes.

      They shimmered with magic…until they winked out.

      “No!” I shouted.

      Again I felt the barrier sputter under my hands. I was shoved back against Rigel’s chest.

      We braced ourselves and pushed against it, but I could feel the cracks in the ward.

      It was going to fail.

      Dimly, I heard screaming. It was hard to hear over the snarls and howls of my animals, but it was a pretty unique sound because it sounded like—

      Skye—her perfect clothes ruffled—appeared next to Rigel and me and slapped her hand on the barrier, adding her magic to ours.

      I gaped at her, but before I could ask anything, Indigo scrambled to our other side and placed her hand on the barrier.

      “W-what are you two doing?” I shouted.

      “Supporting our Sovereign,” Indigo yelled.

      “And friend,” Skye added.

      “And daughter!” Linus winked over Indigo as he appeared at her side, wielding his dice and dagger artifacts.

      An enormous brown wolf with gray markings appeared next to Skye—Chase!—and Chrysanthe joined him, her magic glowing at her finger tips and—strangely—her throat.

      Off to the side, a golden gate shot out of the ground, and Fax, Bagel, Solis, Fell, the Paragon, Rime, Verdant, and Birch piled out the door.

      “We’re here!” Fell shouted. “We’ll…” he trailed off, his face pinched with confusion.

      I felt countless different magics pour into the ward—a rainstorm of unique sensations as each magic swirled within mine.

      What the—?

      “Night Court!” When Chrysanthe shouted, her magic amplified her voice. It echoed across the open field and reverberated in my bones. “What do we say?”

      “IT’S FINE!”

      The response started as a soft whisper and bloomed into a roar that shook the ground with more force than the failing ward.

      I struggled in Rigel’s arms, stepping away from him for a moment as I actually turned around and looked.

      As far as I could see, members of my Court pressed against the wall. Each one of them—from the pixies to the trolls to the nobles—channeled their magic into the ward.

      Sirens shouted their songs as gnomes yelled their battle cries. Satyrs charged the barrier and brownies wielding brooms smacked it. Not too far away, Eventide and Azure shouted with Dusk and Dawn as they braced their backs against the ward and pushed all the magic they had into the barrier.

      Water blasted out of the lake, and I saw the nine-headed hydra raise its enormous heads above the tree line. All nine heads roared, and—as powerful as it was—I felt the hydra slam its essence across the lake and woods, its unique magic flowing into the ward.

      The barrier was now a myriad of colors, flickering like a rainbow as each member of my Court channeled their magic.

      For a moment it was overwhelming. All of my Court was assembled and pushing their magic into the ward, and I could feel each unique signature.

      It made my brain itch, and the experience was so strong I couldn’t even see.

      “Night Court!” Chrysanthe shouted, her voice echoing over all the yells.

      As one, my Court roared again. “IT’S FINE!”

      In that moment, something changed. I took a breath, and I felt it: the Night Realm.

      I could feel the dark swirl of magic that was the lake to the immovable and ancient sensation of the crumbled palace. The stars in the sky dotted my heart, and each breath the members of my Court took was a puff of air against my skin. I could feel the magic—tired and thin—that drifted across the famished ground.

      Most of all, I was aware of the gap that lay between the realm and me…and of the hundreds of small links of magic, formed by the members of my Court, bridging that gap.

      Unity.

      I’d felt it before, when fighting the spiders, but this was on a wholly different level.

      This was every citizen of my Court, coming together despite their differences. Not to be uniform clones of one another that agreed on everything, or to be a flawless mass that moved robotically under my control.

      No, this was the unity of a thousand hearts beating as one, the sound of a thousand voices raised in harmony, the binding of a thousand fae who’d fight together.

      Because apart, we were lost.

      And in that moment, I knew that this was how the Courts were supposed to be.

      My magic tore across this new pathway. When my powers, supported by my Court, touched the realm, something in me ignited.

      I yelled as I felt the realm’s magic wrap around me. Something hot stretched across my back, and magic filled my eyes so I could only see a silvery light.

      Later, Indigo would tell me that I grew wings, forged out of the realm’s magic. My wings weren’t traditional, but rather the idea of wings—an artist’s rendition. Enormous and intangible, they stretched up from my shoulders and jutted into the sky. They were made of silvery light—like the moon and stars—and were comprised of roughly a dozen bold slashes that looked vaguely like feathers, but were too sharp and too vast.

      Silver magic encircled my feet, and my eyes and staff glowed.

      Instinct made me raise my staff. I don’t know if it was the realm or the hearts of my Court, but I fearlessly stabbed my staff through the ward.

      The magic that swirled in the barrier burst, and the ward slammed backwards, traveling over fields, woods, rivers, ponds, and acres and acres of land.

      Miles of land passed, before I felt the new limit of the ward, and I planted my staff in the dirt, grounding the barrier.

      The runes in the ward burned with a silvery light, then hardened.

      The rainbow streaked magic my Court and I had poured onto the ward stayed, but the pale yellow magic that had initially forged the barrier melted from the wall.

      It poured across the land, erasing the scars the toxic miasma had left behind.

      As I watched, barren land became green. Plants—whole forests—sprouted and grew.

      Slowly, the magic crawled across the ground, healing every place it touched.

      My stomach flopped in my gut, and I scrambled onto Eclipse’s back, nearly falling off the other side when I held my staff awkwardly.

      I squeezed Eclipse, and she took off, galloping across the ground, staying ahead of the wave.

      We reached the edge of a field that gave us the perfect view of the desolate Night Palace, and I held my breath as the magic slowly swept behind us, sprouting tiny purple and white flowers as everything from huge pines to immense maple trees thrust out of the ground.

      I waited impatiently, dimly aware when Rigel, Skye, Linus, Chrysanthe, Indigo, and dozens of others joined us in the field.

      Slowly, the pale yellow magic crawled across the broken castle, draping over it like a blanket. When the magic moved on, the palace was perfect and gleaming.

      The stone archways and body of the palace looked new, and were sculpted with moon and star statues perched on the backs of stone horses. The arched windows that were multiple stories tall were perfect and whole, and glass lanterns bigger than me hung from the peaks of the roof, casting light on the gardens—which grew green as fountains burst with water.

      The magic—having closed in from all sides—swirled around the gardens for a moment.

      That was when Eclipse started to glow.

      I scrambled off her back, staggering when I realized that all the night mares, glooms, and shades that had followed me to the field were bathed in the pale yellow magic—their features completely covered.

      The shades leapt out first, their long muzzles raised as they howled, and their tails wagging like crazy.

      They still had their wolf-like shape, but their fur was no longer shadowy or tarry. Instead it was the deep, purple-blue of the night sky, and soft as silk. Silver markings shaped like stars and the moon adorned their backs and flanks, and some of them had silver paws or silver tipped tails. Their eyes glowed—but it was the warm silvery color of stars, and they looked lean but healthy, no longer skeletal or diseased.

      The glooms—their voices still warbly like complaining goblins—burst out of the magic next.

      Their once patchy coats were thick and luxurious—and a blinding white. Faint gray and yellow dapples were brushed into their coats, and bled across the tops of their ears so they looked like tiny crescent moons. They didn’t pant anymore, and their eyes were a beautiful soft yellow—like the full moon.

      Last to emerge were the night mares—my beautiful terrors.

      They were perhaps the most shocking transformation of all, going from the skeletal nags to—to my extreme delight—unicorns.

      They were bigger than the white unicorns I’d seen pictures of, and their coats were more of a dazzling silver color than pure white.

      Some—like Comet and Blue Moon—had faint dapples on their flanks and backs. All of them had black hooves and socks that streaked up their legs.

      Eclipse’s black stockings brushed her lower belly and chest, whereas Twilight’s barely covered his hooves. Solstice’s mane was as black as night and cut short in a mohawk, and Nebula’s was more of a creamy flaxen color with glittering strands of gold mixed in that draped down past her neck.

      A black horn adorned each night mare’s forehead, and their eyes were now a dark blue spattered with flecks of yellow that resembled miniature galaxies.

      The night mares snorted at one another as the shades sniffed each other, and then went and nosed the glooms.

      I sat down hard when Steve wandered up to me and licked my hands, her silvery front paws glowing under the purple night sky.

      “I never thought I’d see it.” The Paragon crouched next to me. Although he petted Steve, he watched the night mares with awe. “Their original form. It’s…”

      “Beautiful,” I said.

      “And it’s because of you,” the Paragon said.

      I shook my head. “No. The realm—the night mares—would have stayed broken forever under my reign. My Court did this. They connected me to the realm.” I flexed my fingers on my staff and gazed back at the ward. “I can’t even feel the realm now that the ward has stabilized. But I can feel my Court’s magic, and I know they did this.”

      Members of my Court tottered across the field, crying and laughing as they pointed to the restored palace, the healthy shades and glooms, and the glowing night mares.

      Rigel offered me his hands. When my fingers brushed his palms, he pulled me to my feet. “They did this because they believe in you,” Rigel said. “We believe in you.”

      I smiled and leaned into him. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      Rigel said nothing. He wrapped his arms around me, and held me—safe in his arms.

      Fell stomped past us, frowning first at the shades, then at the night mares. “I don’t believe it,” he complained. “First she gets her people cooing over her, now she’s changed the night mares—which have been ugly nags for decades!”

      He’d wandered close to Comet. The beautiful mare pinned her ears, then abruptly lunged at him, screaming a challenge, and for a moment her silvery body flickered, and the savage black coated horse she had been returned.

      Fell yelped and stumbled backwards.

      “Idiot,” Rime commented.

      “Just because their package looks nicer doesn’t mean they’re any less dangerous,” Birch said.

      Fell scoffed, but I grinned in delight—weirdly happy that underneath all the glitz, my untamed night mares remained.

      “Still think I’m crazy about the possibility you could be a fae empress?” the Paragon asked.

      I rolled my eyes and got prepared to set him straight.

      “Look!” Indigo’s voice was urgent, making me forget all about the Paragon’s silly ideas, as she pointed to the east horizon.

      The horizon line was orange, and the beautiful blue-black of the night sky retreated as light streaked across the horizon.

      I was afraid to breathe—afraid to hope.

      And then, for the first time in decades, the sun rose in the Night Realm.

      It cast its golden light on the newly restored palace and grounds, scooting in behind the paleness of night and wrapping the realm in a warm embrace.

      As I melted into Rigel’s chest, I saw Lady Demetria—Chrysanthe’s battleaxe of a grandmother—cry so hard a naiad rushed to support her.

      Lord Iason fell to his knees as he stared at the sun, his eyes glistening with tears. One of the trolls actually sobbed, while a few mermaids and sirens greeted the sun with a song.

      “The endless night is over,” Indigo whispered.

      “Long live the night,” Skye added.

      As my Court laughed and cried, I was content to lean into Rigel and watch the sun rise.
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      Roughly two weeks later, I happily crawled into bed—Rigel’s bed to be precise—smug and happy.

      Rigel finished loading bullets into the third magazine he had spread out on the coffee table in front of him. “You’re going to bed already?”

      “Yes!”

      “It’s barely ten pm.”

      I plumped up one of the pillows and happily sighed when I thumped my head down on it and sank deeper into the bed. “Do you have any idea how many hours—no—nights of sleep I have missed out on between my anxiety about the Court and my paranoia of getting assassinated? The answer is: So. Many.”

      Rigel watched as he slipped the filled magazines into the various pockets on his Wraith coat.

      “As far as I’m concerned, I’m months behind on my sleep,” I continued. “And now that I can finally sleep and not have my brain keeping me up until the wee hours of the morning, I’m going to sleep until I’m sick of it.”

      “I see. And you’ve decided my room is the better setting for sleep?” Rigel asked.

      “Yes!” I burrowed into his bed and sighed happily.

      Whiskers poked his silvery-white head onto the top of the mattress and purred at me. I dug my hand out from underneath the covers to tickle his chin.

      “I’m honored,” Rigel wryly said. “But if that cat tries to sleep on the bed again, I’m going to lock him in the bathroom.”

      “Did you hear that, Whiskers? No sleeping on the bed,” I told the male gloom.

      Whiskers purred deep in his throat and meandered away, climbing onto the couch instead.

      Rigel finished arming himself, then sauntered up to the bed. He sat on my side of the mattress, cocking an eyebrow when he saw how I’d burrowed down into the blankets.

      “It has not escaped my notice that you showed the entire Court your wings,” Rigel said.

      I stifled a yawn. “Yeah? It’s not like they were really my wings. I don’t have any,” I pointed out. “The Paragon said they were part of the power pack I got when the Court unified behind me.” I frowned.

      “You don’t believe him?”

      “I do. I just don’t know that I buy the whole ‘Fae Emperor,’ or empress if we want to be correct,” I said. “I mean, I still don’t have a connection with the land—which means I can’t hold the wards without the Court around to juice me up. I’m just a half fae. I don’t have the possibility to become that powerful.”

      Rigel shrugged. “The position of Fae Emperor isn’t about power,” he said.

      I squawked. “What are you talking about? Of course it’s about power! They’re the most powerful fae ruler of their continent!”

      “Yes, but they’re powerful because the other Courts believe in them and follow them—that’s why they’re so rare,” Rigel said. “Isn’t it similar to how you are powerful because the Night Court has chosen to follow you?”

      “Yeah…but that’s because they’re my Court. The other Courts are never going to bow to me. I don’t think it’s worth it to even worry about.”

      Rigel’s lips twitched in a smile.

      “You disagree?” I guessed.

      “I think we have time,” Rigel said. “Even you can’t sway the world in just a few months. Two or three decades is far more plausible.”

      I snorted and almost inhaled a fuzzy from the fleece blanket I’d spread on top of Rigel’s comforter for maximum warmth. “Yeah, okay.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m not gonna hold my breath. And in the meantime, I have enough trouble on my hands with the Regional Committee of Magic.”

      Rigel draped an arm over my waist. “You mean you and Hazel have enough to do with the Regional Committee’s need to be whipped into shape.”

      “Hey, it’s not our fault the meetings last forever and Killian employs stalling and intimidation tactics just to annoy us.”

      “I’m fairly certain you and Hazel are the only ones who are annoyed. Elite Bellus and Pre-Dominant Harka are rightfully cowed.”

      “Mmm.” The warmth of the bed was starting to work its magic. My eyes felt heavy as I shut them and scooted closer to Rigel.

      “I still find it reprehensible that you showed your wings to the entire Night Court,” Rigel said.

      I snorted and kept my eyes shut. “What, are you studying for the SAT test? And we already covered this—they aren’t really my wings. They don’t reveal anything about me—although I guess it’s not like I’ve ever been anything less than myself with the Court.”

      “Indeed. They’ve known for some time that you are a troublemaker who delights in horrifying her Court.”

      “Pffft, why stop at horrifying? Let’s go for terror!”

      Rigel brushed some of my hair off my cheek, and I struggled not to purr like one of my glooms.

      It’s the moments like this that make me deliriously happy.

      My Court was safe, no one was trying to kill me anymore, and Rigel cared for me as best he could given his circumstances.

      “Regardless. I still find it unfair,” Rigel said.

      I popped my head out of the blankets. “Oh as if you have space to talk Mr. I’ll-never-show-you-my-wings…” I trailed off when I opened my eyes.

      Rigel stared down at me with his midnight eyes…his wings arched above his back.

      As I stared at his wings, I finally realized what Solis meant when he said there were some things fae didn’t want to reveal about themselves.

      And I got why Rigel had been adamant he would never show them to me.

      Rigel—the most feared assassin among the fae, who’d been forced to kill his own brother in self-defense—had the most gorgeous wings I could have ever imagined.

      They were huge, and feathery, and radiated so much magic it practically pressed me down in the bed. Knowing that wings were an expression of power, the size and feel of Rigel’s wings made me pretty sure that he was a lot more powerful than anyone ever gave him credit for.

      I mean, everyone knew he was deadly, but this kind of power would have marked him forever on the fae chessboard of politics. No wonder he felt like he had to become an assassin. If anyone had figured out how powerful he was, he would have been crushed between fae who would want to forcibly elevate him, and fae who wanted to eliminate him as competition.

      But what I was personally stunned by, and what revealed so much about him, was the coloring of his wings.

      The backs were dark—but not black like I’m sure all of the Court assumed. They were a glossy midnight blue that matched his eyes. They were mottled with flecks of silver, hints of gold, and brushes of purple and lighter blue that made it look like he had a galaxy painted across the feathers. The undersides of his wings were a white so pure they glowed, even in the dim light of his bedroom.

      There was no possible way for Rigel to have such beautiful and light wings—or such a beautiful soul—and truly be the lifeless assassin he had pretended to be for years.

      “Rigel…they’re beautiful,” I whispered.

      He shifted a little and curled one of his wings closer to me.

      I brushed a finger down one of his long white primary flight feathers, then did the same to one of the smaller blue feathers near the top of his wing.

      “You are surprised?” Rigel asked.

      “A little—I didn’t think you’d have feathers. I thought all fae had wings made of light or membranes or something.” I stroked a feather again, unable to keep my hands to myself when they were so pretty!

      Rigel shrugged. “Many do. It all comes down to an expression of who that fae is at their core.” His eyes were watchful, and though his stance was relaxed, I didn’t miss the way he clenched his fingers.

      This is hard for him. But he’s still doing it.

      I crawled to my knees and stretched as high as I could to trace the curve of Rigel’s wing. “What you’re saying, then, is that you’re an angel. Did it hurt when you fell from heaven?” I winked at Rigel and then wriggled my eyebrows in the creepiest way I could muster, trying to lighten the moment up. That was also the moment when I finally realized he wasn’t wearing a shirt. I mean obviously, having his wings out and wearing a shirt might have been a little tough, but holy cow did I forget how ripped he was!

      Rigel smirked. “I’m grateful to see your awe hasn’t knocked your inappropriate sense of humor out of you.”

      My gaze strayed from him, back to his wings. “You dig my inappropriate jokes!”

      Although all I wanted to do was study his wing some more, maybe see how he could stretch it and move it, I was very aware that Rigel was watching me with great intensity, and that this was a big deal for him.

      I forcibly turned away from his wings, and instead wrapped my arms around Rigel’s neck. “I got myself the perfect husband,” I announced. “Loyal, steadfast, uniquely understanding and with a twisted sense of humor to match my own—oh, and as hot as coffee, of course.”

      “And powerful?” Rigel wryly suggested.

      “I am grateful you can protect yourself—and me—in a fight,” I admitted. “But that’s just the icing on the top.”

      “Ahh yes, you first ‘loved’ me for my political connections—or lack of,” Rigel said.

      “Rigel! At least give me some credit and say I fell in love with your great personality!” I laughed.

      Unable to resist touching his wings again, I brushed the white undersides. “Do you mind if I touch them?”

      “No,” Rigel said.

      I had an idiotic grin on my face as I stroked the feathers of his wing, but I refused to feel embarrassed about it, his wings were that gorgeous. I delicately held the side of the wing and tugged it so it stretched out a little. It was warm and soft, and even when he had them half folded up and arched like this they were still larger than me.

      I wonder if—

      “You’re wondering if you can sleep with them draped over you, aren’t you?” Rigel wryly asked.

      I guiltily clutched his wing. “How did you know?”

      “You had it written all over your face.” He shook his head. “Unbelievable.”

      “They’re very beautiful, and I know they indicate all kinds of power and stuff…but they’re downy. And soft!” I attempted to defend myself.

      “I’m not offended that you’re not admiring them,” Rigel said. “I’m just…surprised. Most fae would be taking note of their size and color and wondering what this reveals about me. You’re making sleeping plans.” His gaze was unreasonable as he stared at me.

      “Soft and downy,” I reminded him.

      “As you’ve said.” A smile briefly fluttered across his lips. “But I think it just reveals more about you.”

      He scooped me closer with his wings. I smashed into him with a nervous laugh.

      I planted my hands on his chest, my fingers splayed, and tried to lean back. I was still kneeling on the bed, so this was more than a little unsteady, but Rigel’s arm around my waist grounded me. I wasn’t going to fall over.

      Rigel leaned his forehead against mine, our breath mingling.

      I tried to keep my eyes open, but the sensation of his arm and wing curled around me and his forehead against mine made me into a swooning regency heroine, apparently. My eyes slid shut about a second before he kissed me.

      It was like being wrapped in the night sky; dark, unfathomable, and I wanted it to never end. Through the connection of our lips and the brush of his wing I could feel his great power, and I fell into it, knowing I was safe—knowing that he cared about me.

      It was both overwhelming—with a touch of fire—and exhilarating.

      But even though it was an amazing kiss—totally swoon worthy—what hit me most about this, was that he had shown me his wings. He brought me closer. He let me in.

      I was so happy, my heart felt effervescent in my chest, and I half thought I was floating.

      I pressed my fingers into Rigel’s bare chest before sliding them up around his neck. I tried to convey everything I was feeling—my happiness, the knowledge of what he was doing by showing me all of this, everything.

      When we finally parted—because breathing is a thing—I kind of collapsed on his shoulder. “You are an amazing kisser,” I said in a conversational tone.

      I felt Rigel’s chest rumble with laughter, though nothing came out of his mouth. He kissed the corner of my lips. “I love you,” he said without any kind of warning—although maybe his wings, the kiss, everything about this had been a massive message.

      I squeezed his neck, and I could feel my blush spread across my cheeks. “I love you.” I slipped one arm free from the death clutch I had on him so I could brush a few of his feathers. “And your wings.”

      When Rigel cradled me close, I knew things had changed.

      He really loved me. Fully.

      “Thank you,” I whispered. “For letting me in.”

      “Thank you, for trusting me.” Rigel tilted my head up so I met his gaze again.

      I almost got lost in his midnight eyes, but when I leaned in again my eyes slid shut as Rigel tugged me into another mind-blowing kiss. I stopped thinking about everything else—including his wings and how nice it would be to sleep with one draped over me—and clung to the fae lord, to my husband, who’d once tried to kill me but had settled for stealing my heart instead.
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      “When we finish going over the reports from our integrated police force, we have an update on the apartment building designed for supernaturals…Queen Leila, are you listening?” Elite Bellus cleared his throat after he addressed me.

      I flicked my eyes up from the papers I was going over—I was investigating Birch’s Court. Since Amaranth had been kidnapped, there hadn’t been any other attempts on Flora’s or Amaranth’s life—I suspected Manith and Angstra had been behind a number of them, actually. But I wasn’t going to play fast and loose when Flora’s and Amaranth’s lives were on the line, so a deep-dive investigation it was. And no, I wasn’t sticking my nose into another Court’s business for fun. Birch actually gave me the information—since I was the fae representative it was my responsibility to help him out.

      “Yeah, totally listening.” I highlighted a section in the papers to show Chase later, and popped the cap on my pink highlighter.

      “…you’re reviewing other work again, aren’t you?” he asked.

      I gave him my best smile. “Nah,” I said.

      “I knew I should have been suspicious when the fae made you their representative,” Elite Bellus grumbled. “The first time in history the fae produce a representative capable of lying.”

      “Isn’t it better this way?” I turned to a new sheet in my packet. “This way I don’t have to hurt your feelings by telling you ‘of course I’m doing other work, because this stuff is busy work that doesn’t matter.’”

      “Queen Leila, it matters very much!” Elite Bellus said.

      “But does it?” Killian asked. He leaned back in his chair and smirked. “I, personally, don’t care about the progress of the new apartment building—I’m confused why it’s even being brought before us. We approved the apartment building when the builder requested a permit. I shouldn’t have to be subjected to…show-and-tell.”

      “The Eminence is right,” I said. When Killian’s smirk grew I brandished my highlighter in his direction. “Don’t get too smug—you’re still on my list after purposely goading Pre-Dominant Harka for an hour and refusing to approve a new werewolf territory.”

      “Goad?” Killian—as handsome as sin—chuckled darkly. “I would never—”

      “You always do!” Hazel glared at him over Elite Bellus’s shoulder. “The wizards nominate that Killian Drake should get a maximum talk time during meetings.”

      I slapped my highlighter down on the table. “The fae second it!”

      “Wait! Wait—the wizards do not make such a nomination!” Elite Bellus shouted.

      While the older wizard mostly enjoyed having Hazel as his protégée since she was the one supernatural capable of taunting Killian and surviving, I suspected his stress levels had severely increased since taking her on as well.

      Pre-Dominant Harka must have been thinking the same thing. She wiggled her chair back and forth as she studied Elite Bellus pityingly. “Better not take any sick days, Bellus,” she advised.

      “You think I don’t know that?” Elite Bellus griped. “It used to not be quite this bad.”

      “It’s Leila.” Hazel grinned unrepentantly at me. “She’s a bad influence.”

      Elite Bellus raised an eyebrow as he peered down at her. “Adept Medeis, I have reminded you before that you need to refer to the Night Queen with the appropriate title.”

      “Why?” I asked. “We’re friends.”

      “Yeah,” Hazel said. “We’re excellent friends!”

      “Even if you are friends, if you act too friendly people will begin to suspect you could be colluding.”

      “When I’m married to the Eminence?” Hazel snorted. “Gotta say, Elite Bellus, if they’re only noticing just now, they missed the boat.”

      “It’s nothing to worry about,” Pre-Dominant Harka said. “No one from the Midwest is complaining. It’s other regions that are making noises, and our Committee is none of their concern anyway.” Her eyes glittered, belying the seemingly innocent statement.

      Elite Bellus frowned. “You’re only saying that since you have that werewolf planted in Queen Leila’s Court, which makes her an active participant in werewolf interests.”

      “And your protégée—as she herself stated—is married to the Eminence, who is best friends with the Paragon. I think we’re all equal now in terms of getting so-called edges,” Pre-Dominant Harka said.

      Killian yawned, showing his slightly elongated fangs. “Night Queen, are you going to stop subtly working on fae papers and just openly continue to do so if we waste more time during meetings like this?”

      “Absolutely,” I said. “I was thinking I might start bringing a laptop,” I announced.

      “I’d suggest a tablet with a keyboard,” Killian said. “You’d be able to hide it on your lap.”

      “An excellent suggestion,” I said. “Except then I’d have to buy one, because there’s no way my steward is lending me hers.”

      “You’re against new tech?”

      “I’m against buying things!” I hotly declared.

      “Still broke, are you?” Killian asked.

      “So broke,” I grumbled. “We’ll be lucky if we’re not broke for the next decade.”

      Elite Bellus winced. “As delighted as I am with the new comradery of our Regional Committee, might I advise you, Queen Leila—as a friend—that perhaps it is not wise to publicly discuss the financials of your Court.”

      “Why?” I asked. “It’s not like everyone doesn’t know.”

      Elite Bellus rubbed his forehead and looked very tired.

      “You started the change in this committee,” Pre-Dominant Harka reminded him.

      “Yes,” Elite Bellus agreed. “And I am grateful for it.” He squinted at me and added, “Most days.”

      I winked. “Love you too, Elite Bellus!”

      A chair shifted in the audience section—some of the Regional Committee of Magic meetings were closed door, but a fair number of them were public as well, like today’s.

      Elite Bellus glanced at the audience section and looked pained. “Very well, let’s try and wrap this up, shall we?”

      The older wizard flew us through the remaining items on the agenda. Within a few short minutes, I was free.

      I slid my papers into the fancy carrying bag Indigo had made for me, then fled the giant table we all sat around and hurried to the seating area, where I threw my arms around Rigel—the lone audience member.

      “I’m done!” I cheerfully announced.

      Rigel slid his arms around my waist and took most of my weight when I leaned into him. “Do you want to leave right away?”

      “Yeah—I promised Chase I’d be home about fifteen minutes ago. We’re going to have to skip our Queen’s Court Café run and head straight home.”

      Rigel tugged my case from my hand. “You can call him on the way.”

      “I can, but he’s not the one I’m anxious for,” I said.

      “Ah. Indigo offered to bring by more samples from her mother’s bakery menu?” Rigel guessed.

      “You got it!” I slipped my hand into Rigel’s and turned to wave to the committee. “Bye, everyone!”

      “Goodbye, Leila!” Hazel shouted.

      Killian nodded, and Pre-Dominant Harka grinned at us before Rigel swept me through the doors and into the sweet air of freedom.

      “The glooms let Bagel and Fax into the Night Palace again,” Rigel said. “I got the text during the meeting.”

      “Oh gosh, I hope they didn’t make a mess?” I asked.

      “No. Fax made it as far as the kitchen, where the staff were feeding him carrots and apples. Bagel got to the breakfast room and was inspecting the curtains when Lady Theodora found him and lured him back outside.”

      “The breakfast room?” I tried to stretch my memory of the unnecessarily large Night Palace—I’d thought the mansion was stupidly huge, but the palace was so much worse.

      I’d have tried selling a part of it if I could, but noooo—Court ownership blah, blah, blah.

      Rigel guided me through the hallways of the Curia Cloisters. “Yes. Skye is worried the night mares are scheming to get inside the palace as well, because Eclipse and Solstice were outside the window Bagel was viewing.”

      “No worries there. Bagel is a very smart donkey, but he can’t open a window. And if the night mares really wanted in they’d just make a gate.” I tried to say this nonchalantly, but Rigel caught my eye as we approached a side door that would lead us out into the parking lot.

      “You had them make a portal into your bedroom, did you?”

      “Why—and when—would I do a thing like that?” I innocently asked.

      “Two nights ago when your floor was covered in small silver hairs that were far too short to belong to Muffin or Whiskers,” Rigel said.

      I winced as he held the door open for me. “Promise you won’t tell Skye?”

      “As long as it ends with the night mares,” Rigel said.

      “Totally! What other animal would I bring inside? Our lake hydra couldn’t even fit one of his heads inside the palace.”

      “I was thinking more of the trash griffins you are weirdly fond of,” Rigel said. “Given that they are half insane on a good day, I’d prefer to not let them in where they can poop everywhere and eat things that will make them choke and puke.”

      When the Night Realm recovered and all my animals changed, I’d half expected the trash griffins would transform into elegant little griffins.

      To my delight…they hadn’t.

      Don’t ask me why, but I just love my fat, bedraggled trash griffins and their propensity to fly into stuff. They’re weirdly cute, and I wouldn’t want them any other way. Even if we do have to have a daily hunt around the gardens for all the contraband fast-food bags they drag there.

      I shivered as we started across the parking lot, heading for Rigel’s car. “As much as I love my piggins—or piffins, I still haven’t decided—yes. I will agree with you, we’re not letting them inside.”

      “Night Queen.”

      We jumped—well, I jumped, Rigel just glanced back because he was probably already aware she was back there—and turned to see Rime.

      “Rime?” I squinted in the dazzling afternoon sunlight as the Winter Queen, accompanied by one of her giant winter wolves—an enormous canine that was as big as a small horse—strode in our direction. “Is everything okay? Did something happen?” I was so surprised by her presence I almost tapped the magic filtering through my charm bracelet. Once she got close enough, I could see her expression was relaxed—for her, anyway, which meant she just looked not irritated.

      “No. I merely wanted to speak to you for a moment.” She got close enough that the cool aura that followed her around pierced the muggy heat of the early afternoon.

      It was only May. We weren’t experiencing real summer heat yet, but I couldn’t stand humidity—it made me feel like a fish in a jacuzzi tub.

      “King Rigel.” Rime nodded to Rigel, then turned her icy gaze on me. “I wanted to thank you for all you’ve done for the fae of our region.”

      I’d been enjoying her coolness and watching her wolf—it was gorgeous with glacier blue eyes and gray and white swirled fur—but her words brought me back. “Huh? What did I do?”

      “You saved Solis when none of us even knew he needed help. You put a stop to Fell’s tirades, and Birch has relaxed enough to introduce Amaranth to his Court.”

      I uncomfortably rubbed the back of my neck. “Yeah, well…I didn’t do that much specifically.”

      Rime shook her head. “No, you insisted on walking with us. When I was made fae representative—when I was officially recognized as the most powerful ruler in the Midwest—I thought it was a kindness to stay uninvolved. I didn’t want to risk my own Court, but I used the excuse that if I did not exert my will, surely the other Courts would be happier. I should have known better given my own experience with my siblings and our Courts.”

      Her wolf whined and nosed her shoulder. Rime smiled at her and rubbed the wolf’s long nose. “When the night mares chose you, they did a good thing—not just for the Night Court, but for all of us. Not because of your power or magic, but because you’ve gotten us to talk and work together. That is where our new strength lies, and it’s because you were brave enough to reach out.”

      I shifted uncomfortably—I never enjoyed recognition like this. It felt like I didn’t deserve it. I wasn’t some brave hero that had come to save the day. I was a jaded coffee drinker who just wanted the fae to be nicer. I didn’t mean to change the world, I just wanted them to be kind.

      Rigel squeezed my hand, giving me a little nudge of courage.

      “Thanks, Rime. It means a lot coming from you,” I said. “I’m looking forward to everything we’ll do together.”

      Rime gave me a jerky nod, then patted her wolf on the shoulder. “I agree. Which is why I wanted to give you Winter’s blessing.”

      I blinked. “Sorry…what?”

      “You have the approval from all the Courts, except mine,” Rime said. “In recognition of all you’ve done, I’d like to give it to you now.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Sorry, when did Fell ever approve of me? Because Rigel had to threaten him with a dagger to the neck last week when he was getting worked up, saying we needed to get the Seelie and Unseelie Courts to pay a tithe to us. I was hoping Rigel would go for Fell’s nose. Maybe irreversibly break it or something.” I glanced up at Rigel, who shrugged.

      “I’m saving his nose for a special occasion,” he said.

      “Like what?” I asked.

      “The next time he tries flirting with you.”

      “He doesn’t flirt with me,” I scoffed.

      “He does, he’s just very bad at it,” Rigel said. “Though he has slowed his efforts since I’ve been crowned Night King.”

      Before I could ponder that, Rime got the conversation back on track. “Fell’s griffins gave approval,” she said. “Just as Verdant’s stag gave the approval of the Spring Court when you saved it from the hunt, and Birch’s hawks approved after you rescued Amaranth.” She stroked her wolf’s shoulder. “Solis said your sun stallion, Fax, gave approval on behalf of the Day Court, which means only the Winter Court remains.”

      She hesitated, then looked at me, holding my gaze with such intensity I couldn’t look away if I wanted to. “Typically approval is given as a thanks, or as part of something owed, considering it elevates the other Court above your own.”

      I tensed. “Rime, maybe you shouldn’t, then. You’re way more powerful than me and—”

      “No.” Rime shook her head. “I don’t want to give you approval because of power. Frankly, you’re right. I have a better command of magic and greater abilities than you do.”

      Together the Winter Queen and her wolf stared me down, and I felt about an inch tall. “Honor as a fae used to be defined by power. But you’ve changed it. For us fae in the Midwest, we respect and follow you because of who you are and what you want to do. We give you power over us because we know you will not harm us, and instead you will do everything you can to help us and save fae from ourselves.”

      Rime glanced at her wolf, who took a step closer to me. Her toenails clicked on the hot blacktop, and when she leaned in and pressed her wet nose to my temple, her breath was icy cold.

      Magic sliced through me, filling my lungs with freezing air as I felt ice on my skin and heard the crunch of snow in the air. Sensations flashed through—gliding across the ice on a frozen pond, the muted silence of snow falling late at night, the unyielding green of evergreens and pine trees in a world covered in snow, and the warmth of sitting in front of a crackling fire.

      It seeped away like frost melting under a warm sun, and when I could finally see again, Rime had climbed onto her wolf and was riding it like a horse.

      “Rime?” I licked my lips, and I wanted to put everything I was feeling into words—the relief that she was standing with me, how happy I was that she saw what I was doing and agreed with it—but I…couldn’t.

      It was like I was feeling too much.

      “Thank you,” I finally settled on. “For everything.”

      Rime gave me a business-like nod, that made me feel better. “Good afternoon, Queen Leila, King Rigel.” Her wolf started to turn around, then paused when Rime set her hand on its flank. “Oh, and if you should ever need help of any sort, call me. All the fury of winter will rise to aid you.” She smirked, and snowflakes swirled around her, and the wind howled.

      It occurred to me about then that fae nobles—monarchs included—technically don’t have any kind of power over the elements. It was one of the things that balanced our magic—wizards could create the elements, naiads and dryads could control water and plants, but nobles could do none of that.

      Except for Rime. She’s made ice and snow before, and I never thought twice about it…Just how strong is she?!

      Rime’s wolf padded off, taking her around the corner of the Curia Cloisters’ parking lot.

      I assumed she was going to have her wolf open a gate and go into the Winter Realm, but based on the screeching tires I heard, it seemed like she and her wolf opted to pad off through Magiford instead.

      I brushed a little snow off me and shook my head. “I always knew she was more powerful than me, but I don’t think I ever realized just how crazy strong she is.”

      Rigel shrugged. “She is the oldest monarch in the Midwest, and she and her siblings have ruled the Winter Courts for a very long time.”

      “I can tell,” I said. “Ready to go home?”

      Rigel used his key fob to unlock his car, which chirped at us. “Of course—far be it from me to keep you from your precious treats.”

      “Have I told you lately that I love how you understand me?”

      “Yes. Last night when I let you use my wings as a blanket, and the day before when I brought you a latte.”

      “That’s still not recent enough.” I leaned against his car and grinned up at him. “I love you, husband.”

      Rigel stared at me for several long moments, his midnight eyes unreadable. “Unless you want pictures of us making out showing up in the next edition of the Curia Cloisters’ newsletter, you better get in the car.”

      “They wouldn’t print something like that,” I said—though I got in the car.

      Rigel waited until he also got in the car before he answered. “You said no one would take photos of us kissing when we were waiting in the drive through in Queen’s Court Café and yet somehow Rhonda got a giant canvas print of it.”

      “I got her to take it down!”

      “I got her to take it down. You were so red with embarrassment you wouldn’t set foot in the building.” Rigel turned on his car, which purred like a happy gloom. “Which is rather hypocritical considering how you fawn over me in public.”

      “It’s one thing for me to show you off,” I said. “It’s another to have a giant portrait of us on a café wall!”

      “I won’t pretend to understand this part of you. The point is I refuse to make out with you in public until you get over your public embarrassment.”

      “Ugh, deal.”
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        * * *

      

      It was a short car ride home—though it took me a while to get to my library as I had to wade through all my pets that were eager to see me.

      I was almost positive the night mares could sense me magically somehow. Whenever I got home from errands one of them always came popping out of the Night Realm with the shades and glooms.

      I picked my way up to the library so I could drop off all my important papers.

      I still spent most of my time in the mansion here in the human world, and used my Night Palace as a sort of mental vacation/designated party place. This was partially because as the fae rep I needed to be connected to the human realm, but mostly because while I could get perfect cellphone reception in the Night Realm I weirdly couldn’t get any internet, even with a hot spot.

      I kicked off my shoes once I got inside the library and dropped into my couch, dumping my bag by the coffee table.

      Rigel sat down next to me, angled so he leaned his back into the couch armrest and faced the door.

      I peeled myself off the couch and peered hopefully up at him. “Will you…?”

      Rigel blinked his midnight eyes at me, and the magic that covered his wings unraveled. From his position he was able to curl one of his magnificent wings around his shoulder and half drape it over me.

      I splayed myself over his chest and leaned into his muscled torso. Even if it was summer and starting to get hot, being covered by the downy warmth of Rigel’s wings was one of the most amazing experiences of my life. I could feel the wild, almost fiery feeling of Rigel’s power—which masked the silvery softness—fizzle across his feathers.

      It didn’t hurt me—it felt a little like leaning into one of my night mares, actually. Deadly power, controlled by love.

      I yawned, fast relaxing under the warm weight of Rigel’s wings. “I kind of wish I had wings—real ones. Not the borrowed ones I get when the Court is powering me up.”

      Rigel lightly traced his hand up and down my spine. “If you had wings, you’d have an unfair amount of power.” His hand stilled on my back. “Besides, I don’t need wings to show me your soul. I already know it.”

      Lying on him like this with his wings covering me made me feel like the safest person in the world—and safety was a luxury I hadn’t had much of in the last year. But I felt treasured and guarded—he’d make sure I could let down my walls and just be.

      But he’d intrigued me. I pushed myself off his chest—just enough so I could peer up at him. “That isn’t actually why I was thinking I wanted wings. But what do you mean by that?”

      “You’ve never hidden who you are,” Rigel said.

      “But I’ve lied,” I pointed out.

      “You did,” Rigel agreed. “You’re one of the only fae capable of lying. With that great power, you chose…to horrify the other monarchs with stories about your love life.”

      I grimaced. “Didn’t that one come back to bite me?”

      “You deserved it,” Rigel said.

      I squawked in indignation. “What?”

      “If you were that attracted to me, you should have just told me from the start,” Rigel said.

      I sputtered. “But you—I—that’s easy for you to say now!”

      Rigel released one of his rare laughs—a wild sound I’d come to love—especially when I could feel it in his chest with my hands splayed across him like this.

      “We weren’t a love match, but—as you would say—it’s fine. Because we became one,” Rigel said.

      He kissed me, and I seriously thought for a minute my heart was just going to give up and die, it was that heavenly.

      I was warm, safe, and Rigel’s lips were like fire on mine—almost invasive with their heat, lethal, but controlled.

      It was a perfect afternoon.

      When someone knocked on the door, I scowled. Did I forget an appointment? I don’t think so—I thought I was free for another hour. “Yes?” I shouted.

      “I have a snack for you,” Indigo called through the door.

      I practically jumped off Rigel as he tucked his wings away. “That’s right! The bakery goodies! Come on in, Indigo!”

      When the door swung open Indigo came in, bearing a tea tray. Kevin, Steve, Whiskers, and Muffin almost bowled her over to get inside, too. They happily bounded up to Rigel and me for pets and chin scratches.

      “Thanks, Indigo.” I had to swallow twice I was salivating so much when I saw the sugar cookies shaped like mermaid tails with a thick cover of frosting. There were also slices of lemon pie, beautiful cups of fruit parfaits, deviled eggs, and layered slices of mozzarella cheese and tomato covered with fresh basil.

      Since Manith and Angstra had been caught, I’d cautiously started eating food that Indigo didn’t make—though she still presided over the kitchens. But I’d come to appreciate my personal chef, even if he tried to get me—a farm girl—to eat what I would have considered stuff for rich people. (Because, let me tell you, I never ate slices of mozzarella and tomato before now!)

      Indigo poured two cups of tea—even after all this time my people were still trying to get me to drink tea—and set one cup in front of Rigel and the other in front of me.

      “Today’s tea is masala chai—a black tea steeped in milk and water, spiced with cinnamon, cardamom, cloves, and ginger,” Indigo announced.

      I nudged the drink aside, until its tantalizing scent reached me. It smelled amazing. The spices called my name like a dessert, and I faintly recognized the scent.

      “Have you served this one before?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Indigo confirmed. “It’s a very popular method of tea preparation among the fae.”

      I nibbled on a cookie and considered the tea.

      It smells great…but I’m not a tea drinker. It’s coffee all the way until the day I die!

      I glanced at the tea sets that adorned the walls of my library.

      Except…tea is important to fae. They treasure it. As a queen, is it really that important that I hold the line of coffee?

      I could get coffee whenever I wanted—the night mares would happily spirit me away to Queen’s Court Café whenever I thought my budget would allow it. I wasn’t really going through withdrawal, it was just sheer stubbornness. That, and I didn’t like tea.

      But I’ve never had tea made by the fae.

      I scowled at the delicate teacup, wondering how one drink could come to represent so much.

      I’ve made my Court change a lot, and I’ve compromised on very little. This is one small way I can show my support for them, and it won’t cost me anything. I need to do this—for them.

      I picked up my delicate teacup and saucer just as Skye and Linus joined us.

      “Queen Leila.” Skye busted out her tablet as she strode across the room. “Next week do you think—” She paused when she saw me with my teacup in hand, and her mouth actually dropped when I took my first sip.

      I’m a big enough person to admit that it was fantastic. All those spices with the milk and black tea? Amazing!

      “Wow.” I sat back on the couch, leaning into Rigel as he draped an arm over my shoulders. “This is really good.” I studied my teacup with new appreciation.

      “How surprising,” Rigel said. “Something every fae in this mansion enjoys tastes good.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Hey now, you can’t act that superior. I know you love coffee, too. But this…” I paused and took another sip. “This is delicious.”

      It actually made me feel a little bad for not trying anything sooner. I mean, I had tried tea in the past. I knew there were flavors I wasn’t into, but still!

      “Just like your mom.” Linus shook his head. “Bethany emphatically chose coffee over tea while we were married.” He sighed dramatically, then dropped the act long enough to give me a serious reply. “But I’m proud of you for trying, daughter. Thank you.”

      I kind of think he knew what I was doing, because he glanced at some of the many tea sets in my library, looked back to me, and gave me a small but deep smile that made a tiny part of me glow.

      “I feel like we should take a picture,” Indigo said. “For a royal scrapbook or something.”

      Skye glanced at her watch. “That could be arranged.”

      “Don’t you dare,” I warned.

      Skye tapped her finger against her tablet. “Very well, then.” She peered at me from over the protective case, and her eyes glowed with warmth. “But please also allow me to express my joy that you are embracing this aspect of fae life, my Sovereign.”

      “Embracing is a bit of a stretch,” I said.

      “Fair enough,” Linus said.

      Indigo, unable to hold it in any longer, pulled on the hem of her t-shirt—today’s was a pink shirt with gold elvish writing—not from real elves, but JRR Tolkien’s made up language. “Do you know what today is?” she asked.

      I froze with my teacup half raised to my lips.

      Oh, no. Is today some stupid ceremony I didn’t hear about? If it requires a costume I’m going to play hooky.

      “No…” I very carefully set my teacup down. “I didn’t think there was anything special about today?” I shot a nervous glance at Skye, whose amused smile did nothing to reassure me as she always seemed to delight in stuffing me into those boring—and long—fae ceremonies.

      Indigo was smirking as well, which wasn’t a good sign, and Linus had his idiot mask back on. Suspicious, I twisted to peer at Rigel.

      He sipped his tea, then met my gaze. “It’s not as bad as you think,” he said.

      I narrowed my eyes. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      The doors banged open, and I jumped in my seat. I relaxed a little when I saw Chrysanthe and Chase striding into the room. Behind them, Eventide and Azure pushed a cart covered in a white cloth.

      “My Sovereign.” Chrysanthe gave me a flashy curtsy. “Are you aware you’ve been here for exactly a year?”

      I’d been afraid of the cart, but when no one seemed concerned that Kevin and Muffin padded across the room and subjected it to a thorough sniff, I relaxed a little. “Has it really been a year already?”

      “Indeed.” Azure bowed her head. “A year to the date since I first picked you up from your parents’ house.”

      “We wished to do something to mark this day.” Eventide pushed the cart a few steps closer to me, then he fastidiously checked his bowtie before slapping his hands against his goat legs.

      “That’s really sweet of you guys,” I said. “I’m so—”

      Chase picked up a corner of the white cloth and yanked it off.

      My throat closed on me for a moment. “Is…is that…?”

      A brand-new coffee maker, a coffee grinder, and several bags of coffee beans were artistically arranged on the cart. I swear I could smell the roasted beans from where I sat.

      “Coffee accouterments, yes,” Indigo said. “The whole staff pitched in to get it for you—even the chef.”

      Skye tucked her hair behind her ear and smiled. “Happy Anniversary, Leila.”

      I stared at the cart and tried not to cry.

      “Do you like it?” Azure asked after several moments of silence.

      I nodded and sucked in a gulp of air. “I do,” I squeaked, my voice going high. “I’m just so happy.”

      Rigel gently pressed his lips to my temple, then helped me stand.

      When I was steady on my feet—but sniffing—he nudged me around the coffee table and toward Skye and Indigo.

      I toddled to Skye and hugged her. “Thanks, everyone.”

      When Skye patted my back, I lost it and started bawling.

      My legs gave out, and I sat down hard on the ground.

      Indigo hugged me as Steve licked my tears off my cheeks, and then Chase and Chrysanthe were on either side of me, each pressing in on their version of a hug. Chase dropped his arm over my shoulders and then patted the top of my head like I was a puppy. Chrysanthe clutched my hand and leaned in so we were cheek to cheek.

      I ugly cried while Eventide and Azure hugged me, too, before I finally stood and threw myself at my biological father.

      Linus chuckled and soothingly rubbed my back. “My darling daughter, I am proud of you. We all are.”

      My laugh was watery when everyone agreed.

      Rigel must have tapped his magic, because he stepped out of the shadows just behind Linus. “You are a queen we are proud to stand beside,” he said.

      I held Linus’s arm, but held out my hand to Rigel, who took it as we faced my friends.

      “One year, huh. It feels like you’ve been around way longer than that,” Chrysanthe said. “Imagine how much you’ll change once you’ve been queen for two years!”

      “You may finally balance the budget,” Chase said.

      I made a face. “It would be better to have realistic goals for me, thanks.”

      Indigo rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you’ll get it eventually,” she said. “In the meantime, I imagine you don’t think it’s too late for coffee?”

      “Never!” I proudly confirmed.

      “Great. I’ll take this down to the chef—he’s been studying up on preparing the perfect cup of coffee.” Indigo started to push the cart from the room.

      Chrysanthe gazed longingly from Chase to the cart, then bolted to follow after Indigo. “If you’re going to make coffee, can I try some?”

      “You sure?” Indigo asked.

      “Yes,” Chrysanthe said. “Seeing how our king likes it as well, I am quite curious about this beverage.”

      “It’s good,” Chase—as a non-fae with good taste in drinks—said. “I recommend it.” He saluted me, then also marched toward the door—though I imagined he was going off on his rounds.

      “I would like to try it as well,” Azure admitted. “When I’ve driven Queen Leila and King Rigel back from the café, it always smells divine.”

      “Azure, you should have told me,” I said. “I would have gotten you something!”

      “I might also like to try a sip.” Eventide scurried out after everyone, but paused in the door. “That is, if it’s permissible, Queen Leila?”

      “Of course,” I said. “Coffee for everyone!”

      That brought exclamations of appreciation from in the hallway, and soon Linus and Skye were the only two in the study with Rigel and me—and my pets, of course.

      Skye slightly pursed her lips. “You want to encourage them to try drinking it so they also come to like it, don’t you?”

      “The more coffee drinkers in this mansion, the better,” I confirmed.

      Linus laughed as he sauntered out of the room. “Just wait until you introduce them to espresso!”

      Skye shook her head, but a smile played on her lips. “Congratulations on one year, Leila.”

      “Thank you, Skye—for everything,” I said.

      Her smile grew. “Of course. I’m sure everyone will come back once the coffee has been properly sampled.”

      “Thanks—you should try it, too!” I called after her as she slipped from my library.

      “I’ll pass, thank you,” she said with laughter in her voice.

      I sighed happily and leaned into Rigel. He slipped his hand into the back pocket of my jeans, and with a rustle, revealed his wings again and curled one around me.

      I admired his beautiful feathers before I leaned closer to kiss him. “Back to our wings conversation,” I said after a particularly lingering kiss.

      “What is there left to discuss?” Rigel asked.

      “I meant to say, I wanted wings because then any kids we have would definitely have wings. Since I don’t, though, what are the chances they will?” I asked. “Because I think it would be a real advantage to them. They could start a modeling career or something since they won’t have the usual fae complex about hiding their wings. Don’t you think so?”

      Rigel stared at me, a rare hint of surprise pushing his eyebrows up.

      Since he didn’t respond, I tapped my finger on his chest. “Let me rephrase that, I want them to have wings. You should make sure they do.”

      “That is entirely beyond my control,” Rigel said.

      “Nah,” I said.

      “Genetically speaking, yeah, it is,” he drawled.

      “Just use magic to make sure!” I brightly said, totally aware I was pushing his buttons.

      “That’s not how DNA—or magic—works!” Rigel flatly said. He studied me, and one corner of his lips turned up. “Also, I’m intrigued you are already thinking of children.”

      I rested my cheek on his shoulder. “Just a little.”

      When he shifted his wings, forcibly scooping me closer, I squawked. “Not for a long time! We have a broke Court to fix, first!”

      “But my greatest love—my only love in this world,” Rigel purred in a romantic way that was making me feel a little panicky. “Don’t you know?”

      “Know what?” I asked.

      Rigel’s almost smile turned into a chocolate-melting smirk. “It’s fine.”
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