
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Cold Iron Heart

    

    




      
        Melissa Marr

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2020 by Melissa Marr

      Cover By Ravven.

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        1. Tam

      

      
        2. Irial

      

      
        3. Tam

      

      
        4. Niall

      

      
        5. Irial

      

      
        6. Tam

      

      
        7. Niall

      

      
        8. Tam

      

      
        9. Irial

      

      
        10. Tam

      

      
        11. Irial

      

      
        12. Tam

      

      
        13. Irial

      

      
        14. Tam

      

      
        15. Niall

      

      
        16. Tam

      

      
        17. Irial

      

      
        18. Tam

      

      
        19. Irial

      

      
        20. Niall

      

      
        21. Tam

      

      
        22. Irial

      

      
        23. Tam

      

      
        24. Niall

      

      
        25. Irial

      

      
        26. Tam

      

      
        27. Irial

      

      
        28. Tam

      

      
        29. Niall

      

      
        30. Irial

      

      
        31. Niall

      

      
        32. Irial

      

      
        33. Tam

      

      
        34. Irial

      

      
        35. Tam

      

      
        36. Irial

      

      
        37. Tam

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        “Love Hurts: A Wicked Lovely Story”

      

      
        Coming Soon . . .

      

    

    
      
        Also by Melissa Marr

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ADVANCED PRAISE for COLD IRON HEART

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Set 100 years before the events in Wicked Lovely, Cold Iron Heart finds Irial, the king of the Dark Court, in New Orleans and entranced by a mortal. Is his interest in Thelma Foy just a passing fascination, or could it change the course of her life and the world forever? Melissa Marr masterfully rises to challenge of writing a prequel by both expanding on the mythology of the original series while telling a story that exists wholly on its own. Fans of the series will inhale this delicious glimpse into Irial’s past.”—John McDougall, Murder by the Book, Houston TX.

        

      

      
        
        "What  a delight to discover how much I loved being back in the Wicked Lovely world, discovering details about beloved characters that made me want to race back for a series reread. This is Irial's story set in 1890s New Orleans, brimming with faerie court drama and steamy romance. Can we, and should we, outrun fate? And if so, are we prepared for the consequences? I could not put it down.”—Angela Mann, Kepler’s Books, Menlo Park, CA.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      This one is for all of you who loved the Dark Court as much as I do. . . and the ones who write 12 years after the first book asking for more.  I started this book for me, but I guess I’m not the only one to love Irial.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        "Sweet to tongue and sound to eye;

        Come buy, come buy."

      

        

      
        Goblin Market by Christina Rossetti
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      Voices rose and fell in the streets of the French Quarter.  A woman with hair that seemed as delicate and white as if spiders had woven it walked arm-in-arm with an elegant man with a bone topped cane.  They were only humans. The inhuman ones who strolled the French Quarter were even more remarkable. Invisible to the eyes of the city’s mortals, faeries slithered and danced along the edge of the city where the water moved and the iron-laced buildings ended.

      “She’s a pretty girl,” a lion-maned man purred.

      The creature beside the maned faery stared at her as if Tam was ghastly. “If you like their sort.”

      And Tam felt self-conscious, awkward and embarrassed. She wasn’t ugly. Plain, perhaps, maybe even a little too fit for a woman. Her hair was too red. Her eyes were too curious. Her body not soft enough. Her hands rough from working with metal or laundry. She’d earned every muscle though, taking in wash when she needed and working her art as often as she could. Nice women were able to be fashionable. Wealthy women were able to be delicate.

      And the other kind of women, those who worked over near Canal Street selling favors, were allowed to be luscious.  Maybe if money wasn’t scarce, she’d have voluptuous hips and breasts, but the softness of a woman required excess money for foods that were too dear for her to buy. Her curves were there in outline, but she was neither lush nor delicate.

      Thelma Foy suspected she’d be forgettable if not for her hair and her mouth, which was fuller than most and noticeable because of her habit of saying the wrong thing, the audacious or dangerous thing.  Other than that, she was merely Tam, a woman who wanted to find a place in the world and maybe a bit of comfort if she could.  That meant, for now, pretending she didn’t hear invisible men discussing her.

      “She’s perfect,” the other one said.

      He was the real complication in Tam’s life. Irial—a faery whose name she’d heard the others whisper as if it were a prayer--watched her with a different kind of studiousness. And despite every bit of logic she possessed, Tam watched him back. How could she not?

      He was beautiful: close-cropped hair, blue-black eyes, and Creole skin. He was wearing fine trousers and a crisp shirt. Although he had no jacket, he had completed his attire with a sharp vest. Tam thought he very might be the most handsome man in the whole of New Orleans.

      He also wasn’t visible to any human but Tam.

      With effort, she pulled her gaze away from him and opened the door of yet another jeweler’s shop. She needed to focus on business, not beautiful creatures. If she didn’t sell her jewelry, she’d have no food.

      Inside the shop, the man, because they were always men, looked past her as if a husband or father would materialize behind her. When he saw no one, he looked Tam up and down. Proper ladies didn’t wander around in shops alone.

      He took in her worn and patched dress, and he saw her lack of gloves.  She watched him weigh her and decide if she was an “abandoned woman,” a woman who sold her affection. She wasn’t, and her appearance made that clear. Her hair was controlled, pinned and forced into as modest a look as she could manage. And, most tellingly, her bosom, shoulder, arms, and legs were all modestly hidden.

      She was not a woman who sold her body in Storyville. But she was also not accompanied by a man. No husband. No lover. No father. Tam was poor, unaccompanied, and instantly dismissed.

      “Can I help you?”

      “I hope so.” She stepped further inside the shop, admiring the gleaming wood and glass display cases. They filled the space in a way that said that the wares inside were worth attention. It was not crowded. Each piece of jewelry was nestled in its own place. It was exactly the sort of space where Tam would love to see her own work. Diamonds and rubies sparkled like the stars in the clearest skies, resting on velvet displays. Lesser gems adorned other pieces.

      “I have work to sell . . .” Tam pulled out the pieces she’d brought. Carefully, she untied the scarf she’d wound and tied around her jewelry. Her hands shook as she gently lowered the scarf onto that glass case, but her nerves faded a little when her pieces were spread out in front of the shop owner. She knew they were good.

      “Mmmm.” He was a short man with tufts of ear hair like wisps of smoke.

      Tam swallowed her fear, her instant words of desperation, and said, “They’re fine pieces.”

      It was a bit bold for a woman, but she wasn’t built for simpering or false modesty. The work was equal to that in the displays. The gems weren’t as precious, but the settings were equal to that of a queen’s jewelry.

      “Did you steal these?” The shop owner stared at her, his gaze taking in Tam’s sewn and re-sewn dress and her worn boots.

      “No.” Her hands, calloused and stained from hours handling metals, were held at her side.  The urge to defend herself vied with the hunger in her belly. She needed the sale. Calmer, she repeated, “No.”

      He stared at her, assessing.

      Tam wore none of her own work. Doing so was—to quote her Gran—like lipstick on a pig. Sparkling jewelry stood out, and thieves saw no reason not to steal what they assumed was already stolen.

      “I made them,” she told the jeweler levelly, just as she had told the others who’d sent her away.

      The jeweler continued to stare at her in silence.  He didn’t laugh outright. Instead his lips pressed together like her Aunt Ethelreda had so often done.  Distasteful. Unpleasant. He held his mouth as if a lemon slice was suddenly slipped under his tongue.

      Tam wasn’t surprised to hear him say, “Women don’t make jewelry.”

      That wasn’t true, of course. She knew several women who did metalwork, as well as one who cut and polished stones, but their work was credited to a father, brother, husband, or in one case, a son. Behind the scenes, there were others like her.

      “We do create art,” Tam argued quietly, her voice far more level than her emotions but wavering slightly from the effort. “Look at these. Please. Just look at them.”

      She gestured at the pieces on the worn bit of cloth that she had wrapped them in to carry them here: A ring, perfectly formed and polished with a cairngorm set levelly; a brooch, twisted vines of silver holding a polished thistle blossom; and a locket with such polish that she could see the lights glinting in it. The locket was a particularly lovely piece. She’d painstakingly etched a rose vine around it.

      “They’re fine pieces.” The man looked again at the cairngorm ring. “I’ll buy that one from you, and if your father or brother wants to sell more wares, we can do business.”

      This was it, the moment of decision. Tam could either walk away or accept the lie he was willing to offer to justify his willingness to buy a piece. Neither option was appealing, but there wasn’t a third choice. Women weren’t in possession of a great many choices in a man’s world—and even here in a city where a woman could be educated or own property, it was a man’s world.

      “The pieces are all for sale,” Tam said, re-positioning the locket to its best angle. Each tiny thorn on the roses was impossibly there.

      Selling her work was the best outcome she ever had when she tried to find her way into the jewelry business: the sale of a few pieces and a lie.  What she wanted was an apprenticeship.  What she found were closed doors and derision.

      “Let me see them in better light,” the jeweler said.

      He swooped them into his palm and walked away.  At such times, she feared that he’d simply keep them. A man could say she was lying, that she was a thief, that no woman could create jewelry such as this. There was little she could do if such a thing happened. At best she could go see the other jewelers who rejected her and ask them to acknowledge seeing her work.

      Behind her, the door opened and closed.

      “When you enter a shop, close the door behind you, young lady,” the jeweler said without looking up.

      “I thought I had.” Tam glanced to the door where the dark faery now stood. The shadows in the store seemed to stretch out to caress him, as if they couldn’t resist.

      Irial smiled at her, and she had to struggle to pretend not to see him. If ever there were a man—a creature—striking enough to lure her away from her plans of spinsterdom, Irial was the one. Her gaze slid over the width of his shoulders as she forced herself to pretend to seek the phantom wind that had opened the door.

      “Courage,” Irial whispered as he walked close behind her.

      Tam stiffened. Faeries ought not speak to her. They were to think that she couldn’t see them.

      Better a faery than a human come so close, though. Human men were anything but appealing to her.  They spoke to women as if they were either daft children or dolls. They made the rules, controlled business and laws, and women had to learn to make do—or marry. It was outrageous. At least the faeries seemed to treat men and women, or the faery equivalents of them, the same.

      The female ones could be as monstrous as the male ones.

      Humans weren’t like that. Men acted, and women reacted. Men decided, and women coped. It was absurd. Tam had hoped it would be different in New Orleans. The city was even more vibrant than Chicago. The first legal “red light” district? Who could imagine such boldness, such audacity? It made the city seem forward-thinking, so Tam had moved.

      Not to work in the sin dens, but in hopes that a city where women were educated, where they owned business, would be better for a female artist, too. She’d had such dreams.

      “Would you be interested in purchasing the pieces?” Tam asked in a ladylike, gentle voice, hating the need to use such a tactic. “Few women could resist their beauty.”

      “This one.” He held up the ring and quoted a lower price than the piece was worth.

      “If you doubled that, I’ll give you a second piece,” she gestured at the brooch.

      “Double for all three.”

      Reluctantly, Tam nodded. She couldn’t afford to refuse—or to demand more. She needed money to live. Everyone did, but a woman alone had fewer options for finding it. Selling a few pieces of her jewelry here and there meant she had enough to afford rent and food.  Selling these would allow her a full four months if she was careful. Three if she bought more supplies to create more pieces and try yet again with another jeweler. Creating art wasn’t reliable work, but if she sold it, she earned enough to live on for months.  No other job would pay so well—at least no other job that allowed her to stay clothed.

      Work in a brothel—or marrying a man—would pay better, but with men came children. Children were a whole set of demands that would end her ability to create jewelry, and worse still, they’d lead to a level of risk that she couldn’t fathom. Hiding her ability to see the fey things was hard. Hiding a child’s ability? That was a terrifying prospect.

      As Tam waited for her money, she tried not to look at the faery who was studying her yet again. Shadows from the wall seemed to ooze toward him, as if they had a mind or heart. She understood the impulse. He was breath-taking, but some prickle on the back of her neck reminded her that faeries and humans never mix well.

      “Here you go.” The jeweler handed her a bag.

      Again, she was left hoping he was honest. Counting the money out would be insulting, and if he’d shorted her, she couldn’t expect to get money. Life was about power, and Tam had none.

      If she was shorted on what he owed, there was always wash she could help one of her neighbors do. They took on a little more if she offered to help, and it let Tam make ends meet when there were no other options.

      “Courage, love,” the faery whispered again.

      “What about an apprenticeship?” Tam asked the jeweler hurriedly before he walked away, sounding a bit desperate now.

      “For a woman?” he sounded thoroughly shocked.

      “I could learn and then carry the information to home. My father’s not well enough to leave the house, you see. It would be as if you were teaching him, but—”

      The jeweler reached over the glass display case and patted her hand. “Women are gifted in many ways, but in learning such a skill? I think not. I’ll take the three pieces, and you tell your father I’ll need him to come himself next time—or I’ll come to him.”

      “I’ll tell him,” she said. She would speak it into the air. There wasn’t any more likely way to reach him—if he was even alive.

      Money in her possession, Tam stepped out of the shop, the third one this week. There would be no fourth one. She’d sold the only thing she had to use to convince a jeweler to work with her.  The sale was good enough, better than nothing, but it also meant she had to begin again and hope that in a few weeks or months she’d have better luck.

      Someday, her luck would change. It had to.

      She swiped at the tears on her cheeks, not quite able to stop them from falling today but not letting them run free either. The faery glared at the shop as if he was as affronted as she was.

      “Fool,” Irial, who had followed her into the street, said.

      Tam didn’t reply—although she agreed with him.
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      Irial watched her leave. Tear tracks were still fresh on her skin, and every impulse in him said he needed to follow, to comfort, to touch her.  There were good reasons not to, but Irial rarely felt compelled to follow reason. That was the prerogative of the High Court. The Dark Court had the opposite motivation. Passion drove those that aligned with shadows. The Dark King would rather lose himself in pleasure and impulse than logic and restraint.

      “How in the name of madness am I to keep you safe if you never are where you say you are?” Gabriel slid from his steed with a rumble that had mortals looking around to see why the ground shook.

      Irial gave his closest friend, guard, and all around most-trusted faery a look that would’ve sent most creatures to their knees.

      The muscular Hound snorted. “Don’t give me that look. One of these days you’re going to get stabbed or burned alive or—”

      “And unless it’s a regent, I’d be fine.” Irial shook his head. “Most of those bold enough to stab me aren’t kings or queens, are they?”

      “Both Beira and Keenan would gladly stab you.” Gabriel folded his arms.

      “But the kingling is weak, and Beira isn’t here.” Irial started to walk, stepping around the passing humans. He trailed his hand over the cheek of a woman who startled as he passed. She wasn’t Sighted, not like lovely Thelma, but she had an ancestor somewhere in her past who had been. Those who were sensitive to the fey were alluring enough that Irial made note of her. Sometimes a man had needs.

      Of course, seducing the forbidden was even better. The Summer King’s faeries were not to so much as glance his way, and the Sighted . . . oh, the Sighted mortals were a particular treat.

      Irial was born to tempt, and he was not one to refuse that nature.

      “What are you pouting about?” Gabriel asked in a tone that said he’d really rather not know the answer.

      “No one ever says no.”

      “No.” Gabriel grinned. “There. Now—"

      “To relations, Gabe.”

      “Oh hell, no.” The Hound made a face of distaste. “Scrawny thing like you . . .”

      Irial laughed. He was quite certain that scrawny was an inaccurate word—in all ways—but to a creature that shook the ground with every step, the word was quite relative.  He had no interest in his best mate, of course. Who else would stand at his side and lure him from his many moods? Or toss bodies to the side when Irial’s temper led to brawls?

      “She’s mortal,” Irial said quietly. He didn’t mention that she was the mortal. The one human in all the world who could change the shift of power between the faery courts. If he said that, Gabriel would want to be reasonable, and that sounded positively dreary.

      “Do you have a sudden aversion to mortals?” Gabriel shoved a man in a tall hat into the street, causing traffic to erupt into chaos.

      Irial raised his brows.

      “He was too near you.”

      “He couldn’t see me, Gabe.” Irial grinned though. His friend’s protective impulses were endearing, even when they resulted in screams and blood—perhaps more so when they did, in truth.

      They stood in the French Quarter watching the mortals who’d nearly been trampled, women on the sidewalk clutching their parasol handles, and Irial couldn’t help inhaling the madness of it all. Mortal feelings weren’t sustaining as fey ones were, but he still appreciated them.

      “I may want her watched,” Irial said lightly.

      Gabriel hesitated. “By the Hunt?”

      If not for Thelma having the Sight, Irial might say yes, but the Hunt carried terror in their wake, spilling fears and nightmares where they rode. As a Sighted mortal, Thelma would either be susceptible or immune to them.

      “Maybe.” Irial looked in the direction she’d gone. “For now, send a few of the Scrimshaw Sisters her way.”

      Then before the Hound could ask questions Irial was afraid to answer, Irial ordered, “Do not follow me today. Check on the arrival of Winter and Summer.”

      The order spelled itself in ink on the arm of his most trusted.

      “Are we expecting them?”

      “Maybe.” Irial lifted the cane he liked to carry of late, carved head and jeweled eyes. It looked a lot like Lady War, and Irial carried it to spite her.

      “You’re hiding things.”

      “Wise man,” Irial murmured, and then he slid between the fascinating new carriages that the mortals had made. Horseless carriages. Automobiles. If not for the stink of them and the sluggish speeds, he’d own one already. Some day. The joy of eternity was that he had so many centuries to live, to learn, to fuck, and to brawl. It was good to be the Dark King.
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        * * *

      

      When Irial set off in pursuit of Thelma, he knew she’d see him, blessed or cursed as she was. She saw every faery in the city—but she didn’t look at them with that pulsing in her throat. She didn’t look at them and think wicked thoughts that made a tinge of pink tint her cheeks.

      She watched Irial that way, though, as if he was a delicacy she wanted to sample. Such temptation was always glorious, but it was more so with Thelma. As a Sighted mortal, she was immune to the allure that Irial had for most faeries and most mortals. She had the beautiful, irresistible ability to refuse him. That made her a challenge. A treat. He hummed happily to himself as he went to stalk his quarry.

      He wouldn’t ever force a woman, but he’d dust off old skills he hadn’t needed to use in a few centuries.  She was forbidden in so many ways, and she was immune to the very thing that made him alluring to fey and mortal alike. The perfect quarry. The exact enticement to lure the king of temptation.

      Until the Summer and Winter courts arrived in his fair city, Thelma Foy was all his, and he intended to make the most of it.

      The Dark King whistled a cheery tune as he approached the edge of the Mississippi River. Thelma came here, pulled to water as if she was part-fey. She wasn’t. She was simply an artist.

      “Irial?”

      He turned, caught off-guard in a way that would make Gabriel gnash his teeth.

      His solicitor was there. Saunders. For reasons of practicality, he had been given a salve that allowed the man to see the unseen.  The Dark King didn’t go around passing out the Sight carelessly, but he needed the occasional human assistant.  Saunders handled legal and business matters, and that meant that to protect him, Irial had given him the Sight. It was that or the poor man would end up crouched in a corner cowering from unseen attacks.

      “Sire,” Saunders started.

      Irial smiled at the man’s tentativeness. What was the correct term for a king when you were not of his court—or species? There weren’t guidebooks for such things.

      “Did you sort out the details on the house?”

      “I did, sir.” Saunders cleared his throat. “They were eager to sell once I offered the sum you authorized.”

      Irial nodded. He’s made the somewhat unplanned decision to purchase the house he’d been renting in the Garden District. Even if he hadn’t admitted it to anyone outright, he liked the idea of staying here for as long as they could. He still planned to exit before things were unpleasant with the Summer Court and Winter Court, but a house purchase wouldn’t change that.

      “A jeweler.”

      “Sir?”

      “I want to purchase a jewelry shop.” Irial pictured the moment, telling Thelma. What woman wouldn’t be charmed by such a gesture? He gave Saunders the instructions and sent him to the shop in question.

      A warning voice in Irial’s mind suggested caution, but caution was tedious. Why waste time when mortals died so often and quickly?
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      Tam was surprised that the faery wasn’t trailing after her. Of late, Irial seemed to be everywhere when she was out in the city.  He wasn’t precisely a guardian angel, more of a devil that stood in sight awaiting her fall. At that thought, Tam suppressed a smile. The good sisters would be appalled to know that she was thinking of the tempter as charming. Like Eve in the Garden, Tam was faced with a temptation she knew she ought to resist, but John Milton had the right of it in Paradise Lost: the voice of temptation was luscious.

      And shouldn’t it be, though? What was the difficulty in refusing temptation if it was dour and dank?  Irial, the faery who followed her more and more these days, was anything but dour. Sometimes she glanced at him and imagined the sort of sins no rational woman should.

      Don’t look then, she reminded herself. No good came of lingering with faeries.

      Chicory coffee, magnolia blossoms, and perfumes seemed to entwine and dance in air so thick that a knife might not cut it. New Orleans on the cusp of summer was fragrant, not yet offering the pregnant air that spoke of hurricanes rolling into the city, no longer bursting into blossoms that tried to drown the next rich scent that wafted in on spring rains.  It was a city in that magnificent slice of time that had begun to warm but not yet swelter.

      Nature would have her way with the city and its inhabitants, but not yet.

      As Tam crossed the edge of the Quarter she trailed her hand over an iron fence. New Orleans had fallen in love with wrought iron. Fences, ornaments, light posts, it was everywhere. Elegant scrolls of iron marked home after home in the city, and since faeries were allergic to the stuff, Tam was grateful for the city-wide madness for ironworks.

      She could see some of the stronger fey, but most of their kind lingered at the edge of the river or out in the swamp.

      He is stronger than all of them.

      Even when he wasn’t near, Tam thought about her faery stalker—and despite every lifelong instinct she had, she had started to watch for him. He was the one who brought joy or terror to the faces of those unseen creatures that gathered in the green spaces in the city.

      In front of her in the gentle waves of the Mississippi itself, Tam could see a kelpie lifting out of the murky water. The horse-like creature was a gleaming, glorious beast. In common words, she suspected that they were best described as “water horses.” It was as if a horse type creature had been carved of water, hooves that looked like shards of ice. Those hooves churned waters, creating white-tipped waves that rocked the boats in the Mississippi River.

      “Beautiful,” she whispered. Tam didn’t speak to the fey in ways that could get her caught, but she whispered words into the air.

      “Are you lost, miss?” a man asked. It wasn’t him, her guardian devil, but by the look of him he meant her trouble.

      “No.”

      He stepped closer though, too close for safety.

      Tam tried to back away, but the man grabbed her and tugged, intent on wresting her bag from her hands. In it was all the money she’d made selling her jewelry. Money was the difference between disaster and more time to try her luck again.

      “No!” She tugged her bag. “Stop!”

      But then, the man dropped her bag, and Tam scrambled after it. While she was on the ground, the would-be thief went sailing over the bank and splashed into the muddy Mississippi.  If Tam didn’t have the Sight, she’d be stunned. She did have it, though, and she knew exactly why the man had gone flying.

      Invisible to every mortal eye but her own was Tam’s own personal monster.

      “Curious,” she murmured, looking around as if confused.

      Her eyes met Irial’s briefly, a flicker of a moment before she pulled her gaze away from the grinning faery. She never let her gaze linger on him long, not unless his back was to her.

      As she came to her feet, clutching her bag in her hand again, she whispered, “I swear I have a guardian devil sometimes.”

      He laughed, and impulses she hadn’t known she possessed came surging to the surface.

      “Oh . . . perhaps he tripped,” Tam whispered, pointedly staring at the ground and sliding her foot forward as if looking for a loose stone. There wasn’t one. She knew it. Irial knew it.

      What he didn’t know, couldn’t know, was that she saw him. He might be acting as if he was her guardian angel, but Tam feared that his fascination with her would lead to horrible things if he found that she saw him as he watched over her.

      These were truths, facts that Tam and her family had embraced to keep themselves safe: the fey couldn't lie, couldn't cross moving water, couldn't abide being Seen; they loved sweets, good whisky, and tormenting mortals.  Mortals who saw them were blinded, eyes gouged out, and Tam would rather keep her eyes.

      So, she couldn’t thank him for all the times it seemed like he was there when she needed him. No whispered words, no damning confessions.

      But as she tucked her hands in her pockets, Tam felt a slip of metal. It was a crude ring, one she could finish but hadn’t. In her exhaustion, she’d tarnished and fire-scaled it, so the metal looked nearly black with streaks of purple. There was an odd charm to it that had stopped her from correcting it. Now, as she stood at the edge of the river, she fingered the ring.

      Quickly, without looking at Irial again, Tam placed the ring on a rock. “I don’t know if you’re truly out there, angel or devil, but if you are, whatever you are, I offer this as a token of my thanks.”

      Tam started to shiver slightly at her brash act.

      His attention was fixed on the band of metal she’d placed as an offering to her guardian. If he knew she could see him, she wouldn’t dare do such a thing.

      Surely, he’d think of her as nothing more than a fanciful mortal.

      “For me?” he asked.

      Irial gazed at the ring--an incomplete piece that she hadn’t even shown a jeweler--as if it were the crown jewels. And then he glanced at her. As he did, he smiled. The faery that had been merely gorgeous before seemed to be as glorious as a waterfall toppling over a cliff into the sea: too dangerous to touch, too alluring to resist.

      Tam watched from the corner of her eye as he scooped the blacked ring into his hand.

      “It’s beautiful,” he said, voice thick enough that Tam almost turned her head to stare directly at him.

      Irial slid the ring onto his finger and held his hand out.  Under the midday sun, the ring was fire-shot as if sparks had hardened into the band. Glints of red, blue, and purple appeared as the light shined on it.

      “You’re a peculiar mortal,” he said in a lower voice. “And I want to know you.”

      Tam’s hands folded into fists. There were rules, and they all came down to the same thing: Do not attract the attention of the fey.

      What have I done?

      Truth be told, she already had his attention. Now, she’d offered him a token of thanks. In that moment at the edge of the river, Tam told herself she was settling a debt; he’d rescued her purse from the thief; she owed him. But she knew that wasn’t why she’d offered the ring to Irial. She’d simply wanted him to have the metal band she’d shaped and worked with her hands. She wanted that token, a ring no less, to be on his hand. It wasn’t an urge she wanted to consider very long. The answers her mind offered frightened her already.

      They stood quietly at the river, an invisible faery and Sighted mortal.

      Tam wished she could ask questions. Some were more pressing than others. Why her? Why was he kind when the Dark Court was, well, dark? Would he truly steal her eyes if he knew she could See him?

      But asking any of those questions would reveal her Sight, and that she knew what he was.

      Tam looked out at the sky and the river for a heartbeat more, and then she turned away and returned to her home.  She left him there, staring at a ring she’d made. She left him, but the awed look in his eyes haunted her every step.
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      The boat from Amsterdam was a wretched thing. Niall had paid the outrageous fare for passage on a wooden hull ship. No steel monstrosity, this. It was a wooden vessel, one of the sort that ought to be retired by now and likely would be in the coming years. The newer steel-hulled ships were dangerous for the fey. Some could weather it, sicken but not die, and others were barely injured. Most fey, however, struggled with the mere idea of being trapped in steel vessels.

      “Last passage,” one of the faeries at his side said.

      They stood hip-to-hip invisible to all but the other faeries on the ship and stared at the rolls of water that seemed to stretch for eternity.  Wind and water and sky, there was nothing else to see from here.

      “Perhaps.” Niall reached over to grip the faery’s hand. She was one of the countless vine-bedecked Summer Girls who lived in the court, destined to spend eternity frolicking and dancing.

      Niall, however, was a solitary creature for centuries, and he’d spent time in the Dark Court after that. Maybe it was his nature, or maybe it was guilt for things he’d done and enjoyed, but frolicking didn’t come easily to him.

      Still.

      Centuries of life in the Summer Court ought to outweigh the time he’d spent in the dark, but even the nine centuries with the new king—and time before that with this king’s father—hadn’t changed him. He was starting to think that nothing he could do would make the summerlight a fit for him.

      Or perhaps, he was starting to weary of the impossible task of finding Keenan’s missing queen.  Perhaps this curse was, in fact, an unbreakable one. Keenan would dream of a girl, and the Summer Court would move to a new city. Again. Niall was there to get everything in place; Keenan would arrive in a matter of days—and pursue another mortal. Niall watched, waited, and advised. But, ultimately, he was powerless.

      “You seem sad.” The summer girl rested her head on his shoulder.

      Niall forced his maudlin thoughts back.  He had a duty to protect the faeries on this ship and to treat them in ways that led to joy—for a Summer Court faery without joy would wither like blossoms in the cold.

      “Shall we go and ease my sorrows?” he suggested.

      The faery girl laughed, and together they headed to his room. This was how summer kept hope alive, through joy and rejoicing, through touches and dancing. In some ways it wasn’t so very different from the Dark Court.

      As they headed toward the cabin, another far-less-cheerful voice arrested him: “You’re vile.”

      There, standing in the shadows of the hall was Rika, the last girl to surrender her humanity for the Summer King.  Ice crept along the wall behind her, and the air grew unpleasant.

      The vine-draped faery at his side shivered.

      “I’ll be along in a moment,” Niall whispered and sent her on with a little push.

      Once he was alone with Rika, he stared at her and asked, “Does it help to be cruel to them?”

      “I was speaking to you.” Icy air accompanied her words.

      “I see.” He offered her his arm despite the pain her touch would cause. Not too long ago, she was willing to risk the ice to save the Summer Court. That deserved kindness.

      Rika did not take his proffered arm. “You are no gentleman, Niall.”

      He didn’t argue. Lying was not a thing a faery could do. He could distract, omit, or misdirect, but he could not outright lie.

      Together, they walked along the deck as the waves rocked and tossed the ship.

      “I dislike the water,” he murmured after one particularly large wave tilted the ship sharply.

      “I love it,” Rika noted almost conversationally. She lifted a hand, letting frost coat her skin as she released that arctic chill into the sea. Ice formed and shattered as the salty water writhed.

      After a moment, she asked, “Do you even know her name? The faery you will bed?”

      He shrugged.

      “I hate this world, Niall. Tell me it will get easier. Tell me I’ll get better at being inhuman. Tell me that there are reasons to endure this curse.” Her sorrow manifested in a sprinkle of snow. The curse had changed her, filled her with borrowed ice. Every day until she was freed, the Winter Girl would be in pain.

      It made him want to sooth her, kiss her, offer her joy.  More than that, though, her curiosity made him excited. Conversations were what he missed most from his years before the Summer Court, and they were treasures he safeguarded when he found them.  The Winter Girls—whether Rika or those before or after her—were prone to asking questions, and he liked being the one they sought. He angled for it when they were still mortal.

      “Sometimes, it’s better.” Niall took her hand in his, ignoring the ice that was creeping painfully over his skin. “In the end, I believe that love overcomes. I believe in peace. I believe everything will one day be in balance.”

      Rika erupted into laughter. Frost coated her lips, and shards of ice clattered as they fell from her eyes. It was not precisely the reaction he’d sought, but she no longer sounded as if she might hurl herself into the sea.

      They passed a few moments in companionable silence before the Winter Girl asked, “Do you think she’s here? The queen?”

      “Keenan feels pulled here.” Niall shrugged. He no longer let himself hope as he once had. Perhaps the missing Summer Queen was here, but he didn’t know.

      “What happens when she’s not?” Rika asked quietly. “How do you stand by and let him steal another girl’s humanity? How do you let him ruin lives? Damn women and girls to either his harem or . . .?”

      “To your fate?” Niall finished. He leaned in and brushed a kiss over Rika’s icy temple. “I stand by because I know that sacrificing a few people means that we stand a chance of stopping Beira. Until Keenan’s powers are unbound, he cannot stop the Winter Queen. The world will slowly freeze and die. A few lives are changed--”

      “Ruined,” she interjected.

      “Challenged,” he said. “But in exchange, they become immortal. They lose humanity, but gain so much. It’s worth it. Your sacrifice is worth the eventual victory for all of humanity and faeries.”

      “Spoken like one who did not pay the price,” Rika said.

      They were silent.

      Niall wasn’t about to admit that he understood her sacrifice all too well. He’d paid a high cost of his own to save mortals. He’d sacrificed his body to the whims of the Dark Court to rescue mortals—only to discover that they were dying already. He’d paid with his flesh, and the memory of it haunted him still.

      The knowledge that he’d been betrayed by the only man he’d loved had twisted inside him in ways he didn’t share. Knowing what he’d lost, Niall couldn’t truthfully say that he’d make the sacrifices she had to risk everything to save the court, the king, and the world, but he understood her bitterness and rage all too well.

      “I do understand, Rika.” He weighed his words. “I would speak to you of it if you wish. I have bled to near death for misplaced love.”

      “I hate him,” she whispered. “And I hate that I will see him over and over.”

      He nodded. That, Niall understood, too.

      “Beira will be in the city. Keenan.” Niall stared out at the sea. “Winter and Summer will meet, and the city will suffer. We will suffer. This is simply the nature of the curse.”

      “What sort of monster creates such a curse?”

      Niall offered her a smile. “A faery, Rika.”

      She walked away, leaving him to his mood. That was a gift she did not realize she offered: space to be himself, to not be the cheerful Summer Court advisor. Sometimes he wondered if the requirement to speak to the newly-made Winter Girls was Keenan’s way of letting Niall have moments of peace—or if was simply how Keenan coped with his own grief.

      Ultimately, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was ending the curse that had bound the Summer Court for almost nine full centuries. They were fumbling, never knowing if they had overlooked the one mortal Keenan needed to find. All they had were Keenan’s instincts. He would feel drawn somewhere, and then he’d feel drawn to someone.

      And when he was wrong, Rika was the result. Another life destroyed because of the curse. Maybe this time would be different. Maybe this time, the queen would be found, and the freezing years would end. The alternative, eventually, was death for them all.
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      Irial had lingered after Thelma had fled.  He wasn’t used to having such feelings. The last time he had let anyone into his heart, it ended badly. The Dark King used to think he fell in love easily and often, but a thousand or so years ago, he’d let himself believe that love was a thing that could last for longer than a few decades or centuries. He’d thought about forever—and learned that his court wouldn’t tolerate such weakness.

      They’d scarred his beloved inside and out, and there was no way to atone. Irial had not been celibate or anything so very maudlin afterwards, but he’d kept careful watch over his heart. Thelma was the first person in centuries to come close to making him forget caution.

      One of his faeries, Jenny Greenteeth, slipped from the waters of the river where she’d accepted his gift of a man to drown. Her algae-covered hips swayed as she ascended the bank to join him. Her skin was deep green, and her hair was a beautiful twist of seaweed.

      “Jenny,” he said in a warmer than usual voice.

      She was a hag of some repute. Like the rest of her kin, Jenny could slide between the faces of a lovely lass and a wrinkled crone as the mood or need demanded. And Irial was fond of her for her uncommon honesty; when he failed, Jenny was quick to question him. When he succeeded, she was quick to offer him a freshly slaughtered sheep or some other token of her kindness.

      “The water folk say a ship is coming.” Jenny motioned east, in the general direction of their long-ago and future home. “Trouble on the mist.”

      “And blood?”

      Jenny flashed her deep green teeth at him in a look of fear and joy. “Always, m’lord.”

      Irial nodded at her wisdom. It wasn’t exactly a “thank you” for the man he’d tossed into her reach, but it was payment in kind. Jenny Greenteeth and her sisters were the measure he used to determine the way and weight of the future. When Jenny saw peril, trouble for him and his court was bound to follow.

      The trick Irial had found was to be where trouble wasn’t.

      “So, we shall pack our frippery and set out,” he said in a more cheerful voice than he felt.

      “We can stay and fight.” Jenny’s hands clenched as if a sword was in reach. “A little slaughter. Feed the fields.”

      Irial paused.  He wasn’t sure he wanted to fight, but running would mean leaving Thelma before he’d even begun to properly seduce her. That stung.

      “The court is already filled from the suffering that Winter causes,” Irial said mildly. “They’re nourished.”

      “But are they happy?” Jenny met his gaze with a clear-eyed look that told him more than enough about his court’s mood. Then she added, “Bananach comes ever near.”

      “War?”

      Jenny punched a passing mortal woman who stumbled and looked around. She quickly blamed a man who was staring at her and slid a delicate knife from her pocket.

      The green-toothed faery steered Irial toward the river. “She comes, Irial. She wants violence that she’s not finding on the other side of the veil.”

      “Faerie is where she belongs. Not here. And not in our court.” Irial let Jenny lead him into the river.

      Jenny sighed, as if the sound pulled the Mississippi into her body.  Her hag wrinkles and sags faded away until she was as firm and voluptuous as a maiden ready to be debauched.

      “Nourished is not sated, Irial,” she reminded him. “We are the dark, some of our court are like leeches eager to drown ourselves in blood. Until we burst, recover, and begin again. Have you forgotten?”

      Her hands cupped his face, and he was reminded of algae and sea weed as her skin slid over his.

      Jenny pressed her lips to his, drawing strength from him until he shoved her away from him and into the water. She caught herself with her hands on the jagged rocks. They were bloodied as she pushed to her feet.

      “If you mean to keep us pleased, my king, you will let us take our pleasure before they chase us to another city,” Jenny advised him. She outlined her lips with her bloodied finger, and pulled a glamour over herself to make the blood look like lip rouge and her tattered dress seem like the finest silk.

      Irial matched her guise, appearing like a perfectly pressed mortal man, as he extended a hand to her.

      “Take me to your house of sin, sir,” Jenny murmured, no longer seeming fey at all.

      “Do you mean to work there?”

      “Seduce the mortals? Leave them dying for another kiss from my lips?” Jenny’s voice was raw honey and sex. “Yes, kind sir, I think I shall.”

      They walked in companionable spirits as he escorted her to one of the brothels in the city. They paused at the door, and he took her face in his hands in a mimicry of the kiss she had given him.

      “Winter is stronger and stronger, my king, and if you do not give them reminders of who we are, rebellion will come. Bring us violence, Irial.” Jenny kissed him, deep and long, and then she said, “We will not serve a weak king.”

      He rapped on the door.

      When his mortal madam opened the door, he ordered, “Genevieve speaks little English.” He took Jenny’s hand and spun her round. “A virgin. Auction her to the highest bidder.”

      Jenny glanced at him with widened, falsely innocent eyes. She’d destroy a man that night, and the mortal man in question would empty his coffers for the poison of her touch.

      “I know who I am,” he whispered in her ear. “But I am ever glad for your counsel.”

      He patted her derriere and turned away.

      If Irial was going to suffer, he would seduce the lovely Miss Thelma Foy.

      Irial made his way to his solicitor and check on the arrangements to buy the jeweler who’d made Thelma weep. The girl would have her art in front of people, and she’d no longer need to debase herself to do so. He had no intention of telling her that just yet—perhaps ever—but if he was going to wear her ring, he was going to pay his debt to her.

      “I want Onyx Jewelers,” he explained to his solicitor a short while later. They were seated in an office that would not be out of place in London or New York. “The shop, the contents, everything but the staff. Those we will decide on when the new manager arrives.”

      “Sir—”

      “They have a month to vacate,” Irial pronounced.

      “But sir, the shop isn’t for sale. They said--”

      “I will buy it.”

      “There are other shops. I spoke to them as you requested, but they declined.”

      “Mr. Saunders, he will sell, or I will send my people.” Irial let a trickle of terror glide into his voice. He might not summon that as easily as he did lust, but he was the Dark King. He was capable of eliciting every dark urge that mortals hid. “Do you understand me? Do you see the decision he must make? You can impress upon him that the store will be mine. He offended my lady, you see, and a gentleman such as myself cannot let an insult stand unanswered.”

      Saunders nodded. “I see, sir.”

      “Make sure he does as well,” Irial said as he stood to take his leave. “Pay a fair price, but if he does not sell, there are other avenues I will be forced to explore. It would be best that he come to understand the gravity of this offer.”

      Then the Dark King smiled, as friendly as any client, and said, “Good day, Saunders.”

      Absently, Irial ran his fingertip over the ring he wore, imagining a future that held promise instead of more challenges to face and indignities to endure.
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      Back in the quiet but cramped space she rented in the Quarter, Tam felt as though she’d lost the last moment of good sense she had possessed. She given a gift to a faery. A Dark Court one at that. Faeries were all dangerous, but none so much as the ones that belonged to the court that thrived on violence and lust.

      And after a lifetime of watching them, she had a good grasp of which court a faery belong to. This faery moved with such sensuality that he might very well be darkness made flesh—and she’d offered him a gift.

      “I’m a fool. That’s what I am,” she said to herself. There was no one else in her rented home. No creatures. No people.

      Here, she was more separated from nature than anywhere she’d ever lived. There was nothing natural here—unless she counted the insects or the rodents that scurried outside.  The street where she had made her home was the nicest she could afford.  Tall iron grates covered the windows of a few adjacent buildings. Her own window had several twists of rusting iron that made the room appear more like a prison cell than a home, but those same bars were the barrier that kept the fey out of the building.

      Except the strong ones.

      Except faeries like Irial.

      Tam wasn’t sure who he was in the faery hierarchy, but he was strong.

      He could visit me here.

      The thought of Irial in her home did strange things to her pulse. Wise women didn’t allow such thoughts. Tam had normally considered herself wise. That was why she’d moved to New Orleans. She’d considered a smaller city, but the countryside was littered with the fey and small cities had far too much country.  What Tam could figure was that the fey were weakened by too much iron—and cities with a lot of steel had plenty of that. The houses they chose were wood, stone, and brick. Things of the natural world seemed to be the right fit for creatures of nature.  She couldn’t blame them. Truth be told, she liked the same. In her heart of hearts, Tam would prefer a life in the country, but she couldn’t risk it.

      Because I’m afraid I’ll slip up.

      That was the thing, the challenge before her. The faeries weren’t any more threat to her than the rest of the people who passed her day in and day out. The problem was that she saw them as they truly were. That alone changed everything. If they were horrid, monstrous in every way, she might be able to trust her willpower and resolve. They weren’t, though.

      There was one, a lady that seemed like vines crawled across her body, who looked nearly human.  Tam had marveled at her. If not for the way her feet seemed to barely touch the earth and song seemed to rise up through her skin, Tam could almost think she was a human girl.

      Almost.

      Others were truly monstrous. She’d watched a kelpie slash at a man alongside the river, driving its hooves into the man’s flesh until the dirty water looked like red paint had spilled over it. Blood and body were gone then, taken to the depths of the river by those fey hooves.

      Another, a beautiful creature with a voice that sounded like a thousand crows in pain, pretended to be mortal. She let strangers kiss her, touch her, not for a coin but for what men thought to be free. Those same men withered and weakened, as they grew addicted to the touch of a woman they’d never see again. No food, no drink, no touch would satisfy them.  They starved on the banks of the river where most humans would assume that they’d fallen prey to opium or drink or some other illness. No one guessed that they were faery-struck.

      Only Tam.

      In the wrought iron-draped heart of the city, there were fewer fey things, but those who did walk there were deadly in their ways, too. Marvelous, too.

      And Tam didn’t want to be like the starving men at the edge of the Mississippi. She was already fairly smitten by the dark faery.
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        * * *

      

      When she stepped outside that next morning, Tam was determined not to think of Irial. He wasn’t truly her guardian angel—or even her guardian devil. He was something far worse. He was the sort of monster that she ought never address, or watch, or offer tokens of affection. She’d made a mistake, but that was that. It was once. She was done with foolishness.

      Resolutely, Tam made her way into the area where ships might toss freight trash, hoping for some bits of metal she might turn into jewelry.  She could buy metal, but sometimes she got lucky and could repurpose found rubbish into salable art. She was not going to watch invisible men.

      “Hello?” a melodic voice said.

      She looked up, and every thought, every word she knew fled. There stood the very same guardian monster she was trying to forget. This time, though, Irial wore a glamour to seem like a mortal man.

      He stood along an iron fence as if the toxic metal were simple stone, and worse still, he’d put himself squarely in her path. Irial was clad in yet another fine suit and hat as if he were a regular gentleman. Irial had a beautiful carved walking stick that looked older than any she'd seen; the patina made it glimmer like polished stone.  As if that weren't enough, he carried himself with a confidence that even the richest of men lacked.

      She needed only mortal eyes to see him. In her path. Touching iron.

      Tam resisted the urge to draw the sign of the cross. Instead she said, “Sir? Was I in your way, then? I’m sorry. I’ll just—"

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “Don’t leave,” he said, voice offering all the things that she feared. Interest. Kindness. And he looked like a debauched angel as he stared at her.

      He met her eyes. He smiled. He stared.

      Tam looked away.

      He glowed faintly, as if hot coals burned inside him, as if he were a beacon.  Maybe without the Sight, he was merely a beautiful man, but to her, his human guise only highlighted the truth: he was something else, something more than human.

      "Were you looking for me?" His voice now rang with the sweetness of forbidden fruits, and Tam had to take a steadying moment before glancing at him.

      "Why would I be? I don’t believe we’ve met, sir."

      “Indeed.” His mouth curved into a smile, and she was reminded that she wasn't clever enough to meddle with a faery. Even if he hadn't glowed like some holy object made flesh, Thelma would know what he was. No human moved the way a fey creature did.

      Years ago, she swore not to marry, not to risk passing on this curse or gift that allowed her to see a hidden world, but the task was easier than she liked to admit. No man drew her attention, sped her pulse, the way the faeries could. And no faery had made her tremble in fear and interest as Irial was doing. If she believed in soulmates, she’d think she’d found him. If that were true though, what did it mean that her soulmate was a monster?

      Run.

      Do not speak to him.

      Do not linger here.

      But here he was, bold as you please, walking past a new iron fence with curling fleur de lis and watching her, talking to her.

      This is dangerous. She knew that.

      It wasn't just that Irial was fey, but that he was pretending to be human, hiding so much in his dress and voice, aiming to deceive her. And there was no reason that Thelma should be of interest to Irial--unless he knew she had the Sight.

      Her mother had shared plenty of stories of what they would do to those who could see faeries when they opted not to be seen. Eyes gouged out. Lives cut short. The fey were notoriously private, not liking their affairs to be the business of mortals. Those who saw them knew not to speak to them, not to spend time with them, not to be near to them at all if possible.

      RUN.

      She knew what to do. She simply couldn’t.

      Irial didn't move any closer.  “Fine weather,” he said mildly.

      Tam made a noise that was more gurgle than word.

      He leaned against a dark brick house. The oil light cast shadows that seemed to squirm to get closer, as if the darkness itself wanted to caress him.

      Tam took one step, and then another. She was doing the wise thing, the right thing. She'd stay away from the river, change her path. Stop whatever madness made her think that watching such a creature could be safe at all.

      "Twilight is not good for maidens," he said as she started walking past, trying not to glance his way.

      "I read that poem," Thelma blurted foolishly, steps halting in the instant. A man who quoted poetry was a rarity, indeed.

      "Of course, you did, love."

      Thelma considered replying further. He sounded mocking, like he doubted her. She had read it though, and she'd loved it.  Some English lady wrote it and wrote about fey things, although she called them “goblins,” and it was published.  It had made Thelma feel ordinary for a few moments, seeing truths in a book where people who didn't see the secret creatures could read about them.

      "It's not twilight . . . sir. Not now, at least." She didn't look at him. "Dawn is breaking."

      "I suppose you're safe with me then," he murmured.

      His word felt like a reassurance, not a simple continuation of the conversation, as if he knew she was doubting her safety.

      Am I safe?

      If he knew that she could see what he was, would he simply have watched her day after day? If he was the threat here, wouldn't he have already done something? Had she somehow revealed her secret?

      Thelma lifted her gaze to stare at his face. The only time she'd been this close to something so beautiful was when she stood at the edge of the sea during a storm. The sea that day had a wild beauty to it that made her suspect that some things could only pretend to be tame, that the power in them could rest, but it was never truly safe.

      After that day, she’d never looked at the sea the same way. Under the calmest of waters there were deadly currents and powerful waves waiting to pull a body under.  The calm was an illusion to draw people near. The worst if it, though, was that she’d wanted to move closer to the sea because of the deadly, powerful force it could wield. She felt alive because the sheer ferocity of it felt like a thing she could lose herself in, surrender to; it called to something deep within her meat and marrow.

      This creature pulled at her much the same way. Her sense—or terror—grabbed hold, and Tam knew what to do.

      “Good morrow, sir,” Tam whispered, refusing to look back at him, hoping that willpower would grow and prevent any further foolishness.

      Then she pulled her coat closer to her and fled.
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      Niall watched the city come closer into view as the ship approached dock. The Summer Court might not be at full power, but all the courts were able to exist at the level of comfort that only the wealthiest of mortals could afford. They didn’t always do so, but when traveling, Niall was grateful for his court’s wealth. Thanks to the Summer Court’s money, Niall had a reasonably sized cabin on the ship compared to the masses of mortals in steerage.

      It was still difficult to cross the sea, more so because most of the great ships were wrought of iron. Iron and steel didn’t make him as ill as many fey, but it wasn’t pleasant to be trapped in the poisonous metal for roughly a week.  Much of the Summer Court simply stayed in the Americas, but Niall and his fellow advisor, Tavish, were the unfortunate souls who would be sent as a forward party when their king thought the future queen was in this or that city.

      This time, though, they’d found a suitable ship.  He made a mental note that they ought to purchase it for future trips. Keenan, the Summer King, was always resistant to things that implied there would be future journeys in search of his queen, but Niall was more practical.

      He had to be.

      He’d traveled to Northern Europe where the king had found Rika, the current Winter Girl.  With the curse on the court, the world would grow colder and colder until they found the one mortal who—unbeknownst to her--carried sunlight within her body. But Keenan had been looking for her for centuries. The girl in Northern Europe, Rika, was just one of the dozens who weren’t the missing queen. Now, Rika was somewhere on this same ship--which was why the Summer King was not. He was in mourning over her. He’d had such hope that she was his queen--and so had Rika.

      The king would arrive on a separate ship, and Niall would be the one to comfort the Winter Girl, if she’d allow it. This, too, Niall did for his king.

      “Sir?” a young man called him closer.

      Niall carefully tucked his hands in his pockets, even though the common mannerism made him look like he ought not be able to afford the first-class passage he’d bought for himself and for Rika.

      “Your lady went overboard,” the young man said awkwardly. He looked down as if unable to meet Niall’s gaze.

      “She has difficulty with enclosed spaces,” Niall explained.

      The newest Winter Girl was temperamental on the best of days, and currently she was likely out seeking the young woman that had called Keenan to New Orleans before Niall even reached the shore.  That was the way it worked: The Winter Girl would try to convince each selected girl to refuse Keenan, and he would try to make the new girl love him enough to risk the test to determine if she was his destined queen.

      “I appreciate you telling me that she has departed,” Niall added, smiling at the poor human who looked so distraught.

      “We are not . . . her body . . .” The man twisted his hands together. “We might not retrieve her body, sir.”

      Niall let out a long breath. “The lady is not dead.”

      “Sir!”

      With a gentle smile, Niall handed the man a generous tip. “I will attend to it.”

      Once he arranged for delivery of his luggage, Niall joined the first group of men and women departing the ship. Another city. Another mass of humanity unaware of the dangers they couldn’t see. For all of their finite beauty, humans were best served by being kept unaware. Some fey saw fit to mingle with them more than was strictly necessary, but Niall was one of the people who argued against such acts.  Keeping only the barest contact with mortals was the safest path. He avoided them. He definitely avoided even shaking hands unless he could keep his hands gloved.

      He liked to think he would do so even if he wasn’t addictive to them.

      A wicked voice somewhere in the back of his mind, the Dark King’s ever-tempting voice, reminded Niall that he hadn’t always thought this way. Images of limbs entangled, more bodies than he could count, more pleasure than he’d felt in years, flooded his mind. There was something precious in human passion, something that felt addictive to him, as well, but they weakened if he touched them.

      They died.

      Much as Keenan’s Summer Girls did if they left Keenan.

      Sex ought not result in the destruction of free will. Not for him. Not for the humans he’d touched. Not for the Summer Girls. Faeries were dangerous to mortals. That was a truth that was impossible to ignore.

      Still, Niall watched them as he walked through the city of New Orleans. He followed the mass of bodies and watched for the formerly-mortal Rika.  Other faeries saw him and fled from his presence. Like him, they were invisible to mortals. From the look of the majority of the fey things he saw, the Dark Court was still settled in New Orleans.

      Memories of Irial weren’t things Niall allowed himself to recall. He shoved those away and concentrated on finding Rika—and then seeking out lodgings for the Summer Court.
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      When Niall caught up with Rika, she sat, perched like a strange beautiful statue atop a grave in one of the city’s famous above-ground tombs.  Rika wore a costume more suited to a farmer than a lady. On ship, her glamour was that of a proper lady: dress suited to the era, hair that spoke of elegance and class, and ladylike hand-tooled leather boots.

      In reality, Rika wore trousers, men’s boots, and the hair she still had was shorn not much longer than a sheep’s wool.  She was mannish in all but her delicate features and birdsong voice. Those were unchangeable, but she’d removed every possible trait that Keenan had once praised.

      That was something Niall understood. He’d done much the same when he’d left the Dark Court.

      Rika kicked her feet in the air, staring at humans in the graveyard. “Sometimes I think it’s better this way.”

      “What?”

      “Being hidden,” she said softly.

      Niall stared at her, trying to think of something kind to say. He settled on saying, “I think you are more suited to this than you would be to joining the Summer Girls.”

      Rika quirked her lips in a seemingly genuine smile. “True.” After another longer than normal pause, she added, “I ought not like you, Niall.”

      “I like you,” he told her easily. “You risked your humanity and happiness to try to free the Summer Court.”

      “And lost. Don’t forget that part.” Rika hopped down from the grave.

      Her diminutive frame evoked an urge to protect her.  She had lost her mortality, and she’d lost Keenan—whom she thought she’d loved—because of the curse. She was brave in a way that most people couldn’t fathom.

      “I’ll stop her.” Rika traced her fingertips over the face of a mausoleum, leaving frost flowers in her path. “I swore to devote myself to convincing the mortals he woes to refuse him, and I’ll do everything in my power to succeed--just as I did when trying to become the Summer Queen.”

      “I know.”

      They stood awkwardly silent again. He wanted to comfort her, to take her into his arms and offer her the only comfort he could. It wasn’t truly selfless. He was addictive to mortals--and Rika was no longer mortal.

      “Do you have lodgings? Need funds?” he asked gently.

      Rika turned and walked away.

      And Niall was left with the unenviable task of deciding if he ought to greet the other regent in the city or delay that inevitable conflict.
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      Tam was up early the next day.  She was alive, her eyes still present, and those two truths strengthened her. Tam had spoken to the fey and survived the day. Today, God willing, would be another.

      She’d focus on her art, and she’d carry on. There was nothing else to do. To do that, she needed to go to the bayou. Better now when Irial was pretending to be mortal and seeking her in the city.

      Well, she’d simply be where he was not.

      As Tam left the city with its wrought-iron draped buildings, there were faeries aplenty.  Most of them were the kind that seemed to keep to themselves, solitary creatures that looked like a piece of nature given the gift of movement. One seemed to be an animated tree, bark-like skin and mossy hair. Another seemed to be part-animal, cloven hooves and furred flanks.

      Others were the sort she’d read about in Keightley’s book. It had only published in London a handful of years ago, but she had dipped into her meager savings to acquire a copy in hopes of discovering truths.  Keightley had collected tales a plenty—and some had a fair measure of truth—but he hadn’t Seen them. That was clear.

      To cast nature into metal for her work, Tam would brave these faeries as she had done since she began creating jewelry. The risk was worth the end. That was the way of art. She suspected the same was true of love.  When something, art or lover, fills a heart to bursting, any risk was worthwhile.

      Either way, she set off toward the bayou.

      “Ah Maid Mary, where have you gone? The sea’s gone rough, and the men come home,” she sang as she walked.

      Two fey creatures began to dance, and Tam hid her smile. In this, at least, she found an odd joy. Fey things loved music and arts, and she couldn’t fault that.

      “Dear sister, Mary said, the waves came calling, but where could you be? I borrowed a ride into the sea,” she continued to sing. “And so I did dance until the dawn, with a fine fellow by the name of John.”

      Thelma watched the creatures that lingered in field and swamp.  She knew they could be horrid, harassing woman and man, adult and child. But a fair number simply existed, living their lives in tandem with a world that would not notice or pay them much mind.

      In truth, that was how she’d often felt.

      “Maid Mary, m’ gal, I’m coming for you,” Tam sang, giving a little twirl as she did. The air, the joy, the song made a body want to dance.

      If there were money in songs, Tam might try her luck at it, but for now, Tam made do with hiding from faeries, creating her jewelry, and working other jobs when she had to, so she could—one day, God willing—have a wee house of her own. She’d like a small tree in the front, maybe a willow, or oak, or ash. Perhaps, a small library of her own inside.

      She stopped wool gathering and began humming to herself as she paused at the edge of the bayou, pulling her skirts higher than she would in city streets.

      Nature had its rhythms and its rules. Fey things were a part of that nature. They perched in trees like cantankerous birds. They lazed in the sun. They squabbled in the frost that seemed to linger longer and longer each year. She could ignore all of it.

      But then a voice rang out. “Maid Mary, m’gal, I’ll capture the sea, and the wave, and the sky. Whatever else I do, I’ll be marrying you.”

      Irial.

      Here.

      Tam told herself it was nothing to worry herself over. He was singing a match to her song, no more, no less. He certainly wasn’t singing to her. He wasn’t even visible this time.

      And he definitely wasn’t thinking of marrying her.

      But all manner of creatures looked at him as if he was the last drink before all the water turned brine. Irial ignored them. Instead he stared at her with shadows slithering along his skin.

      Tam dropped her gaze and steadied her hands before anyone could see the trembling that threatened to overpower her.

      “Pretty thing,” one of the thorn-covered faeries said.

      “Meh. Mortals,” another said. She had feathers where hair ought to be and eyes as dark as pitch.

      “Wee creature,” another whispered, its fingers twining in Tam’s drab brown curls.

      “Leave her,” Irial said.

      The others all paused, those near to her and those that had been tucked in the boughs of cypress trees.

      “Not yours,” he added with a bit of a lilt to his voice. “Hands and claws off this one.”

      They stared at him as if he might injure them, but their expressions were such that Tam wasn’t sure if they wanted that or feared it.

      A faery that looked more muscular than any of the others spoke. “Is that her?”

      Irial nodded.

      They all stared.

      Her? Tam wasn’t sure who they thought she was. What fate awaited a mortal that drew their gazes?

      “The--” She started to sing the next line, but then caught herself. She needed to keep on as if the faery called Irial hadn’t sung a word. She repeated the next line as if he hadn’t sung it already: “Maid Mary, m’gal, I’ll capture the sea, and the wave, and the sky. Whatever else I do, I’ll be marrying you.”

      The powerful faery growled, and the fey scattered, vanishing into the shadows of the swamp.

      “The sea keeps calling, and what shall I do?” she sang, not flinching as his voice joined hers on the next line: “Oh, what shall I do?”

      The only invisible beings who remained were Irial and his guard, who let out a whistle.

      A massive, black, red-eyed horse thundered toward them. It stood taller than any horse Tam had seen, muscles thick enough to use like ridges if a person had to scale it. No human could swing a leg over such a beast.  It stood like something carved of a starless night. It nudged the larger faery with its head, lipping the faery’s cheek a few times as if it were either tasting or kissing him.

      Tam had to glance away to resist smiling.

      “What are you going to do about her?” the large faery asked. Now that he was speaking sentences rather than a mere word, Tam could hear shadows and gravel. Something very akin to a terror resonated in his voice.

      “Absolutely nothing, Gabriel,” Irial said cheerily. He leaned down and plucked a Cardinal Flower, twirling the orchid-like blossom. “I am not duty-bound to do a single thing.”

      Gabriel sighed loudly; his steed echoed the noise. “Going to end up at odds with both their courts one day, Iri.  What then?”

      “Eh.” Irial brought the plant to his face.

      Tam schooled herself, breathing carefully to keep panic at bay. She concentrated on the flower. Poisonous. Useful. The Cardinal Flower was multifaceted, much like the bayou itself.

      Much like the fey.

      Tam counted her inhalations and exhalations, forcing them to stay slow. The fey might hear her heart if she were to get too agitated. She was never clear on that detail.

      Irial glanced her way, gaze sliding over the edge of that possibly poisonous blossom. “She’s more than the kingling deserves, more than any man deserves.”

      Tam ought not be excited by the way he looked at her. Whatever else she knew, that was a truth that was eternal: Do not stare at faeries.

      She had no idea what a “kingling” was. She was, however, certain that she wanted nothing to do with one. Slowly, she continued plucking a few bay leaves and assorted plants and fallen bark. It wasn’t the first or even the twenty-first time she’d pretended not to notice faeries that were this close.

      She could do this.

      “Are you going to tell Beira?” the muscular faery asked.

      Irial shook his head.

      “One of these years, they’re going to find out what all you knew. You realize you’re veering toward disaster.”

      “Dark Court,” Irial offered with a shrug.

      “Not going to save you from war.”

      “But not this year, Gabe.” Irial’s voice held a smugness, a surety that he could do as he wished.

      And as much as Tam had no fondness for the fey or for egotism, she was grateful for Irial’s arrogance. Whoever he was, whoever they were, it seemed that the unnamed kingling and this Beira were not her friends.

      Irial, though undeniably fey, seemed the safest of the three.

      Not that she intended to speak to him again.

      Not that she wanted to see him again either—despite his beautiful voice and body.

      Not that she noticed the ring he now wore on his hand.

      Don’t look; don’t respond; don’t speak.

      Wise women did not linger around the fey. They did not break those rules. They did not wish they could give in to temptations. They fled from them.

      As calmly as she could, Tam gathered her things and turned away.

      She walked toward the city, reminding herself that it was better to be safe than free. Did she dare ask him questions? Was it better to ask a known monster or face unknown threats?

      And why didn’t he seem like a monster?
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      Irial watched Thelma leave as quickly as she could without actually running. He was glad that she had the sense not to run. Some fey had a terrible time resisting a chase. Since she had the Sight, she undoubtedly had seen what happened when a mortal reacted and fled.

      He wanted to chase, to hunt, to have.

      Thelma could not hide what she was from him. The rest of the faeries in the mortal world could be deceived by her cast down glances and schooled stillness, but in a sea of mortals, she stood out to him like a gem glinting in a pile of straw.  Half-fey creatures and Sighed mortals all glimmered in his vision. It made him notice them, assess them, and sometimes get to know them.

      Centuries ago, mortals like her were stolen away and brought to Faerie as a matter of habit. Sorcha, the queen of his opposing court, still so.  They thought of Thelma being stolen away was only slightly less horrifying than the thought of her in the clutches of the Summer King or the mercy of the Winter Queen.

      If Thelma had been anyone but the destined Summer Queen, Irial would have pursued her by now.

      And had her.

      Irial twisted the ring on his finger. He was wearing a gift from the mortal. That simple act of gratitude had solidified his plans. Thelma gave a gift to him when she had so little money or possessions; she risked every fear that she held about being found out for having the Sight.

      What harm could come of one brief dalliance? He was still planning to leave the city.  He’d rather avoid getting caught up in the rivalry between the Winter Queen and Summer King.

      “Iri?”

      Irial had completely forgotten the presence of his closest friend in the world.

      “I am going to stay,” he said mildly.

      Gabe’s mouth quirked into a grin.

      “Loose ends and whatnot,” Irial added.

      “Right.”

      “It’s not like they’re here yet.” Irial glanced in the direction Thelma had gone.

      Gabriel said nothing.

      Irial gestured around the bayou. “Would staying be a hardship?”

      “The Hunt is at home here.”

      Strange animals thrived here, and the very trees seemed otherworldly. Sap bubbled to the surface of injured trees like droplets of blood. Cypress knees bent out of the water, like fey things sitting in slowly moving waters. The trees weren’t fey, of course, but more than a few faeries could pass for cypress in the right light. The bayou was a peculiar place, one in peril as Beira’s extended winters grew longer and harsher.

      “I’ve bought a house in the city,” Irial announced.

      Gabriel raised his brows and said, “I see.”

      The truth was that he likely did see. They’d been side-by-side for centuries.  The hound had joined in brawls with humans and fey, plucked Irial out of a few prisons and dragged him from more than a few beds.  Gabe had even tolerated that awkward business of Irial falling in love with Niall ages ago. The Hound knew Irial better than most anyone in either this world or in Faerie.

      Gabriel sighed loudly. “This is a bad idea.”

      “Most likely,” Irial agreed.

      “But you’re not changing course, are you?” Gabriel asked.

      Irial lifted one shoulder in a shrug. He hadn’t truly indulged in his fondness for mortals in ages, and this one was intriguing.  Better yet, she was forbidden. One couldn’t be the head of the Dark Court without appreciating the sheer danger of pursuing this particular mortal woman.

      “I suppose it could be guilt,” Irial suggested. “I helped make the curse, and almost every year another mortal loses her mortality.”

      “Fey don’t make enough babies. Your curse adds a lot of women to our kind,” Gabriel stroked the face of his steed, petting the vicious creature.  He did much the same when the beast was hidden under a glamour in the guise of a horse and carriage.

      “Do you think Beira planned to add to the summer court?” Irial asked.

      “Maybe?”

      Every human that Keenan chose started becoming fey. Most bonded to the Summer King, wilting like flowers deprived of light if they left his court.

      Being glimpsed by Keenan would mean that Thelma would either end up his queen or a wilting Summer Girl.  Unless he saw her, no one but Irial would know who she was, but the king would dream. Details, images, and he’d describe her, and the whole of his court would seek her out. Over time, he’d begun to get closer and closer. The right nation, the right city, a distant relative of the girl. The curse was fading.

      Thelma’s odds of being found were in the king’s favor. Not hers. Not Irial’s. The best plan for her was if Keenan never set eyes on her.

      The danger wasn’t just Keenan, either. Once he identified the potential, Beira would work to stop him. She couldn’t outright murder the mortal, but she wouldn’t be the first ruler to cry out: “Will no one rid me of this creature?”

      “The sea keeps calling, and what shall I do?” Irial sang softly. “Oh, what shall I do?”

      “Raise a little trouble, I suspect,” Gabriel muttered as his steed shifted into a handsome horse-drawn carriage, one fit for nobility--or the American equivalent of it.

      “Well come on, then.” Gabriel climbed aboard and took the reins.

      “No horseless carriage then?” Irial teased.

      “Bah.”

      Irial laughed at his friend. They never agreed on the advances of technology. What was the point in immortality if one continued to live as if it were centuries past?

      As the steed swept by the girl who was walking toward the city, Irial wished he could pull her to him. It was foolish. A wise man would vacate the city, ignore the mortal, stay as far from the quarrel between Beira and Keenan as he could.

      “She’ll be mine,” Irial swore. “Even if only briefly.”

      It was damned foolish. Bodies were bodies. In the moment of passion, all women were beautiful, and Irial had sampled enough over the centuries to believe that what mattered was how confident she was, how interesting, how clever. So far, she seemed to be all three.

      “I’m not going to lecture you, Irial.” Gabriel grinned, all teeth and menace, and added, “You’re more use to the court when you’re not pouting.”

      Irial made a crude gesture at his closest friend and added, “I was not pouting, Gabriel.”

      “One of these days your impulsiveness is going to get you killed.”

      “Better to live in passion than die in fear,” Irial said.

      And at that, his best friend nodded. That was the thing that defined the Dark Court above all else—not the excess, not the cruelties, but the passions.

      It was time Irial let himself remember that truth.
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      Tam sat at the makeshift jewelers bench she had assembled in her home. Atop it sat a handsaw for cutting metal, files, steel stamps, a small misshapen anvil, and assorted hammers. Next to those were flat sheets and poured shapes all made of scraps she’d gathered, melted, and re-shaped.

      She took up a sheet of brass, stared at it, and relinquished it. She repeated the process with a shining piece of hammered steel. It felt like it wanted to be a bracelet, and if she could, she’d fashion the two together.

      But as happened when she was feeling overwhelmed, Tam could not focus long enough to create. There was no pressure to do so when she had the funds to pay the rent and put food on her table.  Her mind was cluttered with the things that she did not know.

      Going against all that she’d been taught about the fey was a fool’s business, and Tam hadn’t ever been a fool.

      Until now.

      Allowing herself to think about a faery—any faery really—was dangerous. They weren’t the sort of thing a mortal ought to trifle with, and they definitely weren’t the sort of creature that a woman with the Sight should think on.

      Tam dressed for the day, decided to treat herself to a beignet and coffee, and set out into the city. This early in the day, not too far into morning but well after the rising of the sun, she wouldn’t encounter quite so many drunkards.

      She was strolling through Jackson Square, enjoying the splash of nature in the city, and then she saw him. Irial. Her body felt like she’d caught lightning in her hand.

      He walked toward her, crossing the green space, seemingly unaware of both mortals and faeries staring at him.

      "Are you going to run again?" Irial asked gently as he reached her.

      "I suspect I should keep walking, sir, but I don't know how." Her face flushed at the honesty of it, at what she'd just admitted. Tam might not be the most proper of girls, but she wasn't so brash typically.

      He laughed, and she heard a thousand promises writhing in the sound. Every last one of them sounded like a brilliant idea in that moment. Tam closed her eyes against the onslaught. He truly was made of darkness, crafted of temptation and longing.

      “I felt much the same when I saw you the first time,” he said with no apparent artifice. He met her gaze. “I’ve thought of you often. Looked for you in the city’s corners.”

      “In truth?”

      “In truth,” he agreed.

      Her own brashness seemed less horrifying at those words.  Faeries cannot lie. That, she hoped, was as true as she’d once been taught—not for the reasons she’d learned that and a dozen other rules, but because she wanted to believe that the strange, beautiful creature standing with her was as enchanted as she felt.

      After a long quiet moment, he asked, "What is your name, lovely?"

      "Thelma." She opened her eyes and stared up at him, fighting the temptation to give him her full name. Some thought that names held power. Thelma wasn't sure if it was true, but he had enough of that already without having her name. "I'm guessing you know that, but I’ll answer anyhow. My given name is Thelma. Mostly people call me Tam."

      He reached out as if to take her hand, but she drew back quickly.

      She glimpsed the ring she’d given him. Her breathing caught, and her heartbeat seemed to run away, galloping at his proximity.

      With a self-deprecating smile, he removed his hat with practiced grace, bowed his head briefly, and said, "Irial."

      Unbidden, a flow of the words of the English lady's poem came to her. Fast on the heels of that was every warning from every lesson: No good came from lingering with fey things. No good came of accepting the attention of what the poem called “goblin men” and Tam knew as fey things.  This was when she ought to go. Maybe she ought to pack her things and go farther than simply home.

      Instead she swallowed her fears and smiled tenuously at Irial.

      "Is today a holiday for you, fair Thelma? A day off work?" Irial stepped closer.

      Mutely, she nodded. Her gaze dropped to that ring again. He had to know she’d recognize it.

      Warning filled her mind yet again. Do not watch the fey. Do not speak to them. Do not attract their attention. She, Thelma Moira Foy, was breaking every rule there was.

      "Will you walk with me?"

      "Why?" she blurted out.

      He smiled again, looking as if there was a laugh only moments from escaping, and then said, "Would you believe me if I said I could find no company in your city?"

      "I certainly would not." She folded her arms and found the strength to meet his gaze. Without blushing too much, Thelma looked at him from eyes to toes and back again. "I would wager that there are plenty of women who would spend time with someone who looks like you."

      "She finds me attractive at least," he murmured as if there were others nearby.

      Tam looked to the shadows beside Irial. There were no hidden faeries lurking in the darkness there. Relieved, she glanced back at him--only to find him staring where she'd just looked.

      "What do you seek in those shadows?"

      "Monsters," she admitted cautiously. "Every city has a few."

      Irial nodded. "Indeed, they do. Shall I tell you I'm not a monster?"

      "Could you tell me that without lying?"

      After a moment, he gave her an enigmatic smile. "I'm capable of a great many things with the right motivation."

      Despite every sound bit of logic, Tam wanted to be that motivation. She wanted any manner of things that she ought to resist. No good would come of this. She was certain of it, but as she turned and walked away, Tam gave in to her own worst impulses and said, "I'm going to the river. What you do is of no consequence to me."

      His laughter followed her, and after a moment, so did he.

      It should've frightened her, inviting a faery to follow her. It should've made her run, luring something inhuman to join her. Instead, she looked back over her shoulder and smiled, hoping she looked as wicked and tempting to him as he was to her.  Maybe her friend Deirdre was right; maybe Tam was more beautiful than she’d thought.

      The powerful faery beside her seemed intrigued. Tam knew faeries were drawn to the unusual, and Tam’s independence was odd for a woman. She had no complaints about her appearance, but in the moment, Tam felt more powerful, beautiful, and thoroughly in control than she had in most of her life.

      It was an illusion, of course. Much as the fey things that peered from the edge of the river, that dangled in the tree boughs alongside garish carnival decorations, Irial was immeasurably intriguing. But the fey could skirt the edge of lies with a skill that was close enough to lies to deceive the wisest women. Tam was not wise enough to play such games.

      He was, in fact, a monster.

      And she’d invited him to walk with her.
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      Irial followed Thelma—at her invitation. The sheer peculiarity of following was remarkable to the Dark King. It wasn’t that he’d never been led, but it didn’t happen often. Gabriel would lead, of course. The Hound who led the Wild Hunt often appeared to forget that he was not in charge of Irial. The other regents might try. Neither the Winter Queen nor the High Queen bowed to him, and the Summer King, despite his weaknesses, stood as an equal. Ultimately, however, the peril of being a king was that most creature were unwilling to be genuinely assertive, and Irial--for all that he enjoyed having power--appreciated those who took command.

      “I mean you no harm,” he announced, more bluntly than he typically spoke.

      Thelma glanced at him. “Could I get a vow from you on that?”

      “A vow?” He stared at her with increased interest. Guileless she wasn’t, but that didn’t mean he was eager to make binding promises. Lingering with her as he’d wanted was dangerous enough. Being beholden to her was positively deadly.

      “Are vows so very useful these days?”

      “For some.”

      “Gentlemen, you mean?” He gestured at his suit. It was a well-cut cloth, fashionable without being mundane. His hand was bedecked by the small ring she’d fashioned, and an elegant timepiece adorned his wrist.

      “Something like that.”

      He reached out toward her cheek, not touching but close enough that he could feel the heat of her skin in the palm of his hand.  “Do you mean another thing then, fair Thelma?”

      She froze. Humans were often skittish things, especially those with the Sight. He knew better, but the metaphoric sands that slid through his fingers had made him clumsy. Time was often a languid thing for those that lived for a near eternal stretch, but his time with any mortal was finite. His time with this one was more fleeting than with most.

      “Some people keep their vows,” she demurred, as if she’d been innocently trying to ask for meaningless words. A binding vow was never meaningless.

      “Like goblin men?”

      Thelma’s breathing sped slightly. “Are you a goblin, Irial?”

      “Why ever would you ask that?” He stared at her mouth, luscious thing that it was. Was it truly so unwise to offer some small promise? If it resulted in taking that mouth with his own, he might be agreeable.

      They stood, her like a deer about to leap into an absent forest and him wondering if he ought to taunt the coming hunters. Nothing about their finite moment was wise. Absolutely nothing.

      “Thelma?”

      She stared at him, meeting his eyes.

      “These are dangerous questions you’re asking me,” he whispered. “If you asked them of the wrong man, it would be deadly for you.”

      “I see.” She drew away and walked faster, not quite racing to the river but moving faster.

      At first Irial watched, far too entranced by the sway of her hips and the rhythm of her footfalls. She moved like music, as if attuned to the ebb and flow of the tides, caught by the moon’s pull much as any drowning pool. He could lose everything in her sway. The thought of it, of gambling so much, made him want to chase and flee all at once.

      The rhythm broke. Tam paused and glanced back. She smiled as if she couldn’t help herself. Thelma wasn’t going to fall into Keenan’s arms or under Beira’s sway easily.

      But she seemed eager to linger with him.

      He kept a measured pace as he caught up with her. “You’re dangerous, aren’t you, Thelma?”

      “No more so than you, I suppose,” she said glibly.

      He laughed. “True.”

      The girl was unexpected, and after a lifetime that spanned more centuries than he wanted to count, the unexpected caught Irial's attention the way a clever snare captures any wild creature.

      "You're staring at me," she pointed out.

      "I am." The thought of her looking at Keenan the way she had looked at him when he’d stopped following her made Irial growl aloud.

      "And growling?" Tam smiled slightly after she said it, though, and her words carried no hostility. “Is that a goblin thing?”

      “Indeed, it might be,” he allowed. It was always a peculiar pleasure to have a woman know that he was not human, to see the fey in shadows, and still have her want him. And she did. He could all but taste her desire. Almost unbidden, an admission spilled through his lips: “Perhaps, love, it’s just me. I find you maddeningly intriguing.”

      Thelma had stopped at the side of the river, the Mighty Mississippi, the very thing that made this city so important to mortals. It was the gateway that lead from sea to the interior of the nation, powerful because of what it offered. In the currents, young water horses—kelpies—frolicked, unseen to most eyes.

      "The way you look at me . . . it's not normal."

      “Neither are you,” he pointed out.

      Those rare humans with the Sight had always seemed magical to him.  Maybe it was a consequence of his own nature, but he could always find them in the sea of humanity. When he saw them out the corner of his eye, they shimmered, as if they were not wholly in the world. They saw him as he truly was, through the glamour of mortality that his kind could wear. Unfortunately, they were also often terrified of faeries. Thelma wasn’t afraid of him.

      "I was thinking of your appearance."

      "I see," she said, staring at the dark water not at him.

      "You're not remarkable." He told her truthfully. "Aside from your eyes."

      Thelma appeared stunned by his words, and this time her words carried a sharp edge. "Too plain for you?"

      "No." Irial felt a fool. He wasn't unaware of how to charm a woman. If anything, he'd typically have to work at being less than charming. "No," he repeated more stridently. "I watch for you. I see a parade of women, yet I look for your face."

      "I see," she said again, sounding more confused than offended now.

      "Why do you suppose that is?" he mused.

      "Why . . . ?" she echoed.

      "Why do I watch for you, Thelma?" He reached out, considered touching her cheek, but she stepped away.

      "I have no idea." Thelma turned her back to him.  She stared out at the river.

      Boats and barges sailed in the waters of the Mississippi, carrying goods to sea or into the interior of the country.  The tiny waves lapped at the banks, so different from the seas at home.  Maybe that was it. Maybe he was simply drawn to the fact that the girl was Scottish by birth. Maybe it was that she had the Sight. Maybe it was that she had a touch of the fey to her because of the curse she’d been born under.

      Irial had no idea.

      "I fear that I will suffer if I get any nearer to you, Thelma," he whispered. "Doing so seems extremely ill-advised."

      She glanced over her shoulder at him, frowned, and said, "Then perhaps you shouldn't.” She offered him a wry smile before adding, “Although I understand the temptation you face. I might share a comparable malaise."

      He paused. What would happen if the missing mortal girl were to lie with the Dark King instead of the Summer King? Would I get his bound powers? The thought of it filled Irial with a strange, wicked glee. The Dark Court would be more powerful than any of the others. It wasn’t why he was drawn to her, but it was a rational reason to offer his court if they realize that he was indulging in flirtations that could draw the ire of two courts their way.

      Slowly, carefully, the Dark King let the barest tips of his gloved fingers glide across the small of Thelma's back as she continued to look over her shoulder at him.

      "Some risks are worth it," he assured her.

      She stepped away then, even as his fingers felt like they burned despite the layers between them. Not the glove on his hand, her cheap woolen wrap, or the dress under that could make the sunlight hiding in this girl any less deadly. Both the Summer King and the Winter Queen would have Irial tortured if they knew the thoughts crowding his already wicked mind.

      Thelma would not be theirs. Of that much, he was suddenly sure. The girl might still die, mortals did that, but it wouldn't be at the Winter Queen's hands.  And she would surely be seduced, but not by the Summer King. Irial would do his best to keep her safe—and in his arms.

      "The look of you just now frightens me a bit." Thelma no longer had the temptress smile she'd had when she'd walked away from him in invitation, but she was still not intimidated.

      “I am often thought of as frightening, and for good reason,” he admitted. “But I’d rather not frighten you.”

      "Do you mean to hurt me?" she asked.

      "No," he said, pleased to be able to speak truthfully. "Pleasure was what I was pondering, love. Yours, in truth. Many hours of it."

      "Oh. I . . . That's . . . I'm not an abandoned woman. If you thought I was, I . . . The city has those, but I'm not. I’ve never sold myself, and I don’t plan to do so. If you thought--"

      "Excellent. Then my money shall stay in my holdings." He nodded. “A virgin, then?”

      She gasped. “Of course!”

      Her innocence was a bit of an obstacle, but it wasn't insurmountable.

      "What I mean, sir, is that I am not seeking a man. Not as a protector or as a spouse. I'm an independent woman." She stood taller as she explained.

      "So, I can't pay you for your affection, and you want no husband?"

      "Correct." She nodded, smiling at him as if he were a pupil in a schoolroom who had just answered a difficult question.

      "Then I shan't propose to you," he told her with his smile held firmly in check. "Not to be your protector or husband."

      "I fear you're mocking me."

      "No, love." He reached out, but did not touch her even as she leaned ever so slightly toward him. Then, in a quiet voice, he warned her, "I shall seduce you, though, just--"

      "No! We could be friends, perhaps."

      "Just as you are seducing me already, Thelma," he spoke over her.

      She stared at him for a moment and then she began to laugh. It was a younger sound than seemed possible for a woman who had unknowingly challenged the Dark King and insisted that they would be platonic friends.  Irial was immeasurably charmed. He stood watching her as her laughter turned to giggles and a few very unladylike snorting sounds.

      Finally, several moments later, she composed herself. "I suspect I deserved that joke for thinking a man like you would want to marry me or take me as a mistress."

      "You were rather serious."

      "No one believes a woman can be powerful," she said. "We can sell our bodies for the wealth of our benefactors, or we can cling to men as wives.  We move from our father's house to a husband's, and education is--" She stopped herself suddenly and glanced his way. "I'm a bit of a blue-stocking. It's rather off-putting to a great many people."

      Irial shrugged. "I, too, have a few habits that are off-putting to a great many people."

      Thelma's entire posture shifted. She relaxed and smiled warmly at him.  “Perhaps two off-putting creatures ought to be capable of being friends then.”

      "Let us walk together, and see what trouble we can create."  Irial, mind resolved, offered her his arm.

      After a brief hesitation, she tucked her arm into the fold of his and kept pace as they walked in companionable silence along the great river.

      

      "Why New Orleans?" he asked as they ambled along the river.

      Thelma looked at him with a wry look. "I was hiding."

      Did she know what she was? Who she was? Had the mortal learned that she was the Summer Queen in hiding? That her mortal shell carried half of Summer itself?

      Surely, she couldn't. Mortals knew little of the business of the faeries, especially that particular business. Finding her was nigh on impossible. If he did say so himself, it was a clever curse.  He hadn't intended it to be quite so unbreakable when he'd helped craft it.

      With any luck, though, it would stay unbroken a touch longer.

      Abruptly, he reached in a pocket and withdrew a calling card. It wasn’t a thing he’d often had use of, but pretending to be a mortal business man meant he sometimes needed them.

      “If you need to find me . . .” The card, thick with a swirl of black ink, felt like a commitment to this dangerous path when he extended it to her. On it was his name and address.

      Thelma looked at, read his Garden District address aloud, and noted, “No surname?”

      Irial shrugged with one shoulder. “My name isn’t a common one.”

      Thelma laughed, another flurry of joyous giggles that made him glad he’d offered her his address.  She was joyous, and he could see the hint of summer in her.  "Are you familiar with the French Market doughnuts, Irial?"

      He glanced at her. Thelma shimmered before him, reminding him that she surely must know he wasn't human, that she undoubtedly knew the fey had a fondness for sweets. Anyone who'd lived in this city longer than a moment ought to have encountered the pastries that were akin to what the French called "beignets."

      "They sell them three to a plate along with delicious coffee with chicory and warm milk," she added conspiratorially. "I treat myself to them monthly."

      "Only monthly?"

      Thelma glanced his way. "I intend to be an independent woman, Irial. That requires a budget."

      Glibly he promised, "As long as I'm here in your life, I shall buy you pastries and milk weekly." He flashed her a cheeky grin and added, "No intimate favors required, simply a gift for a new friend."

      The giggle he'd hoped for came quickly, and not long after that, they were sharing a sugar-coated square of fried dough.  The far-too-innocent joy she took in the dessert was a sharp contrast to the thoughts that followed in his mind as she daintily licked the sugar from her fingers.

      Promises that he wouldn't require intimate favors did not, fortunately, mean that he couldn't imagine them—or plan to convince her to offer them.  They simply weren’t required.
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      Before their dessert was gone, Tam was fairly convinced that even if this was a terrible idea, she was going to pursue it.  She had only a few casual friends, but life was difficult for those who left their family behind. It was equally so for those who worked jobs rather than marrying gentlemen. Sometimes—not often, mind you, but every once in a weary moon—Tam wished for someone who would support her interests, but wouldn’t ask her to bear his young.

      Sexual relations lead to children, and any children she had would likely see the fey. Perhaps if there were a reliable way to control reproduction, it would be different, but as it stood, Tam couldn’t imagine the challenge of keeping a child’s Sight secret—and as she was terrified of the fate of any child of hers.  Consigned to a madhouse or tortured by the fey, what hellish fates were those to offer a child?

      “Do you want children?” she asked gracelessly as they were strolling away from the river toward Jackson Square.

      Irial paused. “It’s a difficult question, I’m afraid.”

      “Because?”

      “I fell in love once, but my beloved found reason to hate me. Good reason, I fear.” Irial looked away, and Tam could see shadows creeping from the edges of buildings like they would caress him. “Even if my love weren’t gone from me, we were not . . . suited to reproducing together.”

      Tam wondered then if perhaps he was prone to affection for mortals.  A sheep couldn’t breed with a horse, so perhaps that was true of mortals and fey, too. Her hand was on his arm, so it seemed only natural for Tam to squeeze his arm.

      Whatever grief he was holding was tucked away again. “And I’m not sure I’m father material. I look after my responsibilities, but my duties take so much time that I doubt I could be a proper father. I travel. It’s essential for the things I do.”

      “Such is the nature of goblins,” she teased, wanting to chase back the shadows that lingered near Irial.

      He laughed. “Indeed.”

      Tam leaned closer. To be honest, the thought that she could perhaps experience carnal pleasure without risk of pregnancy did little to calm her interest in him. To know such joy, but not have the risk. . .  It was enough to excite her, but to think—even for a moment—of knowing Irial intimately, that was dizzying.

      After a few moments, Irial asked, “Would you trust me with your well-being, Thelma?”

      “Forever?”

      He paused, angling so he was looking into her face. “Perhaps, but in this moment, I would settle for the next few hours.”

      Tam nodded. It was all she could do. When he looked at her, she didn’t feel friendly. She felt unfamiliar longing, as if the one thing she most wanted was to press her lips to his. She swallowed, forcing traitorous urges to quiet, and said, “I am yours for now.”

      The smile that came over him at her words made Tam want to say or do whatever it took to elicit a million more smiles.

      “‘For now’ will have to do, I fear,” Irial whispered.

      He led her to an almost nondescript building on the edge of the French Quarter, nothing on the outside to indicate what was inside. One man stood at the door, as if he was merely resting against the building.  However, when Tam looked at him, she saw that he was one of the cheery lion-maned fey that lingered near musicians as if they were drinking the very sound.

      “Are the hosts in?” Irial asked.

      The lion-maned faery looked at her, then. His glamour was that of a Creole man, but under that, Tam could see his lustrous mane of hair. She marveled at his leonine nose and sharp teeth.

      “For both of you?”

      “She is under my care,” Irial draped an arm over her shoulders in a very familiar way.

      “A moment.” The lion-maned faery went inside.

      Tam felt much like she’d felt the first time she’d seen a viper. She stayed perfectly still, terrified that the wrong move could be perilous—not because she was a mortal facing a faery, but because Irial’s hand on her shoulder was very intimate.

      “Love?”

      Tam’s voice was squeaky when she said, “Yes?”

      “You’re safe with me,” he whispered in her ear.  “No one, no person, will injure you when I am at your side.”

      “And . . . the goblins?” she asked, hoping against hope that their seemingly clear metaphor was as clear to him as it had been to her. “Am I safe from them as well?”

      He hesitated, exhaled so that his breath was hot against her ear. The feel of it made her knees weaken. Then he whispered, “My vow, Thelma. I will do all that is in my power to do to protect you from goblins, from men, from any creature that seeks to harm you or take you from my arms.”

      She turned her head in shock. The motion meant that Irial’s lips brushed the corner of her eye.

      “As long as it’s in my power,” he added, and then he kissed the edge of her eyelid.

      There were words she ought to say, as well as a great many of them that she ought not say. A faery, a Dark Court faery if her understanding was correct, had offered her his protection. A vow. Moreover, he’d expressed fondness for her, as if having her in his arms was something remarkable to him, too. It felt impossible.

      Faeries didn’t protect humans. She’d seen men drown in the river, their bodies held under the surface by blue-scaled arms. She’d seen kelpies kick the water to froth and send boats toppling. She’d watched the same beasts offer rides to children, and their tiny bodies would show up lifeless in the water. No, there were reasons enough that she ought not trust a faery, and just as many reasons that one would not offer a mortal his protection. Both violated everything she’d learned.

      “Why?” she asked.

      But the lion-maned man returned, and the doors were opened to them, and they were ushered inside posthaste. Irial had her arm again, and she was grateful for his steadying support as she stepped from the bright sun into the dim interior of the building.

      Inside, tables were spaced apart with the minimum possible distance, except for one which was set off to the side. Tam glanced at the floor; circular spots where table and chair legs ought to be made clear that other tables had been present, presumably only moments earlier. The solitary table was near the wall; no one would be able to step behind them stealthily.

      “Come.” Irial directed her to a chair, pulled it out for her to be seated, and then took his own seat. “Here is not a place to discuss private matters.”

      Tam looked around. Not shockingly, considering the faery man at the door, the dim room was filled with faeries. A few glowed like slivers of sunlight were trying to find a way to break free. Others made bits of ice cover the table. Still others were taking tables to themselves, steadfastly separate from everyone in the room. Typically, fey creatures seemed to gather in clusters, like to like, not dissimilar from the citizens of New Orleans.  Here, though, they were mingling with faeries unlike themselves.  She marveled at it, wondering if she ought to ask, and equally aware that she ought not even be in such a place.

      She Saw them, all and each: the thistled skin, the leonine hair, the bone-thin bodies as if scrimshaw decided to walk.  And in the midst of all of it was a woman with close-cut, mannish hair and trousers. The others gave her wide berth.

      And that was the faery who watched Irial in curiosity.
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      The latest Winter Girl stared at Irial, not accusingly but with the kind of curiosity that would make him squirm in his seat if he were most anyone else. He knew better than to bring Thelma here, but the fact of the matter was that until Keenan and Beira were in town, Thelma was safer than any living creature in the city.

      Irial would see to that.

      After the other regents arrived, well, he’d need to make some decisions, and sadly, “after” would appear to be coming far sooner than he’d expected.  He leaned closer to Thelma.

      “Will you trust me?” he whispered.

      “I do, and I will.”

      A burst of pride filled him, and he felt the surge of it riding through the shadowed tendrils that connected him to his court. In truth, he rarely sent such a feeling their direction of late. After relations, sure, but in general, joy wasn’t as easily attained as it had once been.

      “Do you remember the English lady’s poem?” he asked in a low voice.

      Thelma’s eyes widened.

      “Trust no one else,” he told her, hoping she understood the warning he was offering. “No one like them.”

      The odds of the fey in the room having read a contemporary poet, an English woman at that, were slim.  His predilection for poetry was one he typically had only shared with Niall, although the Summer Court advisor had insisted that the Summer King pay attention to the arts. So, due to that particular bit of insult, Irial’s love of literature had inadvertently led to similar love in the Summer King.

      It was maddening, to be honest, to see what was often his chief reason for admiring mortals to be co-opted. However, neither Niall nor Keenan were in the room, so his words to Thelma were as private as the best of covert statements.

      She eased her chair closer, an unconscious statement of trust that made Irial want to preen, and together they watched a gifted jazz band create the sort of magic that was uniquely human.  He wished that this were the sort of club where he could take her into his arms, the beautiful excuse of a dance so as to justify holding a woman closer than appropriate, but neither the setting nor the woman would allow such liberties.

      “Why is she watching us?” Thelma asked quietly in a minute gap between songs, her gaze falling on the current Winter Girl.

      Irial made eye contact with the girl and shrugged.

      Moments later, she was sliding their way, ice glazing the floor under her feet so she was skating on the floor of the room. To a mortal, she ought to look as if she were simply moving with impeccable grace, but he knew that Thelma saw what the girl was actually doing.

      “May I join you, sir?” the Winter Girl asked.

      “Briefly.”

      “I am Rika,” she pronounced, a Northern European accent barely contained.

      Thelma made to reach out her hand to shake. Irial caught it in his. Gently he squeezed her hand and pulled it under the table.

      Rika did not remark.

      “Recently arrived?” he asked.

      Once Thelma’s hand was tucked back in her lap, he reached into his pocket for a cigarette and lighter.  “Smoke?”

      Both Thelma and Rika said, “Yes, please.”

      The two exchanged a look of surprise.

      “Well, then.” He offered them each a cigarette, lit them, and waited.

      “Don’t ask questions, Rika. Knowing too much makes lying impossible, especially to Beira.” Irial inhaled the calming smoke. “You would be better off not to have spoken to me, but at the very least do not ask questions.”

      “There are eyes everywhere, dark one. They see you with--” Rika gestured with her cigarette “—an innocent, and they ask questions.”  She glanced at Thelma. “He is not the sort to dally with m—”

      “Married women,” he interjected. Then he learned back in his chair. “Fear not, Rika, the lovely Thelma belongs to no one but herself. She is an artist. A jeweler.”

      He held his hand up, so all could see. The room was filled with faeries of several courts. More than a few were watching them openly.

      “And she is going to run a shop I’ve purchased,” he finished. “I love art. Literature. Jewels. Beautiful things. I collect them, and my lovely friend has the talent to run my new business.”

      “They watch,” Rika said softly.

      “Then, I shall offer them a show.” Irial crushed his cigarette, looked at Thelma, and asked, “Would you be so scandalous as to waltz with me?”

      Thelma exhaled a plume of smoke. Again, she remained silent, but he hoped that was merely because of their companion.

      Irial stood and held out a hand.

      Still silent, Thelma stood as well. She slipped her hand into his, and he made a gesture to the cluster of tables nearest him. Several Dark Court faeries shoved, carried, and tossed the tables and chairs aside.

      The owner, a solitary faery, glared at Irial.

      “I’ll pay for loss, as per usual,” Irial said at level voice. Everyone there heard, though. They had heard every single utterance he’d made since entering.

      “Why do I think being here is a mistake?” Thelma whispered as he took her into his arms.

      The music was wrong, and the future was far more disastrous than it had been that morning.

      But when Thelma looked up at him in guileless joy, he forgot all of it. Her small, ungloved hand was in his, and his other hand held her to him. As one, they moved across the small space open to them. In truth, it was one of his clumsiest dances, but to see the way this forbidden mortal stared at him, it was perfection.

      “Your ring,” she started.

      “I saw you drop it by the water, and I wanted to pay you back for the gift of it, Thelma.” He carefully twisted his words, so nothing there was a lie.

      “It was freely given.”

      “As is the shop I just purchased,” he said in an equally light voice. “It needs only the right manager.”

      Moments passed as they danced. Finally, she asked, “What shop?”

      “Onyx.”

      “The jeweler?”

      “He sold it to me, and I—unfortunately—do not have the time to take on another business.” Irial stared into her eyes. “At the least, you should meet the jewelers. They have been instructed to await my liaison.”

      “I am not wrong to trust you,” she said.

      “Let us hope that is true.” He leaned in far too closely then and announced, “I find that I like you being in my arms.”

      Her smile deepened, but her eyes flashed wickedly. “I still shan’t marry you, sir. Pretty words or not.”

      He ought to be embarrassed.  Here was a woman, a mortal woman, seemingly rejecting him. He smiled back at her, though, and said, “I suppose I am to have only your friendship, then?”

      “Perhaps.”

      And in that one word was the promise of more, of the things he sought, of the very things he would have.
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      The day after talking to Irial seemed to stretch on forever. Tam was gathering the wash she’d taken in. It wasn’t exceptional money, but when her friend Deirdre asked for extra hands, Tam always agreed.

      The thought of the jewelry shop that Irial had apparently purchased lingered on her mind. If she had any doubt that he was following her, the choice of that jeweler would’ve ended it. Of course, she’d seen him there, but he shouldn’t know that. Did he realize that? Was he toying with her?

      The devil didn’t tempt with easy rewards; he tempted with the things one wanted the most.  Onyx Jewelers had dismissed her, and now she was to manage the same shop? It seemed like an illusion, the sort offered by men trying to seduce women, empty promises.

      Tam decided that she’d concentrate on laundry instead. What else was she to do? Show up at a faery’s door? Show up at the shop where she’d been dismissed? Dreams were dangerous things. In New Orleans now or Chicago before, the lure of faster money, easier work, and pretty baubles had drawn a good many women into selling their bodies.

      Poverty made wise choices harder.

      She’d avoided sex work, as well as marriage. Not because of disdain for either, but with relations came babies, and Tam was determined not to pass on the Sight. Doing the wash paid well enough for the moment—and didn’t lead to men or faeries thinking they could lift her skirts.

      Resolute, she went to the courtyard outside her rooms; it was already filled with the laughter of other washerwomen. They brought their work and tubs outside, and one of the neighbors’ older children stoked the fire under the metal pot.

      Tam was lucky enough to be beside the kettle, but not so near that she’d be dripping with sweat once she’d been working a while. There were other women who worked in other ways, but Tam preferred the communal aspect of the courtyard for the bigger pieces like linens or common clothes.

      A rat scuttled past them, darting under a hibiscus. Several children chased after it brandishing sticks and yelling. They pretended to be pirates—and their mothers exchanged shrugs and said nothing.

      “Quiet thing today, aren’t you?” Deirdre asked.

      Tam nodded. She wanted to talk, but she could not tell the other women that she’d met a faery or that the biggest reason she was resisting was fear of children. Deirdre would likely believe her, but talk spread like nits in small communities.

      “Are you in trouble?” Deirdre asked, quieter now, as she snatched up a shirt and scrubbed it on her washboard.

      Tam grabbed a soiled cloth from her pile and began washing. “I met someone.”

      Deirdre bumped her shoulder into Tam’s.

      “He’s dangerous, though.”

      “Worse than one of the Sicilians that shot the sheriff?”

      That was the current meter for trouble in the city. New Orleans police chief David Hennessy had been killed. Nineteen men were arrested, and when some were acquitted, the citizens had gone and lynched them.

      “He’s not a Sicilian.”

      Deirdre nodded. “Good.”

      “But he’s involved in . . . he obviously has money.” Tam wasn’t sure what he was involved in. “If betting weren’t a sin, I’d wager that he owns a house or two over in Storyville.”

      At that word, several ears perked up. The city’s notorious legal “red light district” was as talked about as Hennessy’s murder. Everyone and their cousin had an opinion, and at least half of them seemed to be said in whispers.

      “Is he making you work there?” Deirdre asked.

      “No.”

      “Does he look at you like he’s thinking about you being naked?”

      Tam blushed.

      “Ah, I see.” Deirdre grinned. “And have you been looking at him the same?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Be sure he’s buying the cow before you let him have too much of the milk,” Deirdre advised. “Will’s da got too much free milk if you take my meaning, and by the time Will was here, I was alone with a babe and bills.”

      “Even if he wanted free milk, I doubt it’d be from me. He’s a beautiful man, and I’m plain as curtains.” Tam laughed.

      Deirdre straightened all the way up and stared at her. “You’re not that dim, girl. Course he wants that.”

      “He wants to be friends.”

      “Never heard of a man that could be friends with a woman. Lord’s sake, I can’t imagine such a thing.” Deirdre’s smile softened the harshness of her words.

      “Maybe it’s because I’m not pretty, but—”

      “Bah. We’re all pretty, child. Made in God’s likeness, aren’t we?” Deirdre shook her head and snapped the water out of the shirt fiercely. “The Lord is good, Tam, and He made us like him. You’re as beautiful as any other out there living because you’re fashioned after Him, you see?”

      “I do see.” Tam didn’t think herself ugly, but she wasn’t as curvaceous as some or as fresh-faced as others.  She was average, and until now, average simplified things.

      Irial made her want to be more: to be breathtaking, to be unforgettable.

      Deirdre sunk another bit of cloth into the washtub with a vigorous splash. “And if a man is just your friend, what difference does it make where he gets his dosh? Let him spend it on you. Plenty of them don’t want to do that, and them that do don’t stay after they get under your skirts, do they?”

      Tam couldn’t argue. She was the least worldly of the women she knew and worked with: no children or cruel men in her past, simply a desire to be on her own. Tam’s dreams were more fitting for men. Educated, independent women weren’t as common as they ought to be, and women who didn’t dream of a husband were rarer still.

      Lost in her thoughts, Tam worked at her task.  Was she being foolish to avoid Irial? He was charming, and he was handsome. Even if she couldn’t accept his offer of a jewelry store, she could continue walking with him. He’d not made improper advances so far.  A few dances. A few beignets. No danger in that.

      And if she'd set her hair in papers that evening, so she'd have fuller hair come morning, it was not for him. Sometimes a woman wanted to be a little prettier. There was nothing more to it than that.
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      Midnight came and passed, and Niall found himself wandering the streets again. The city felt closer to Europe than the United States, but the hedonism that writhed just under the surface brought back Dark Court memories. It was no wonder Irial was here.

      “Looking for some company?” The faery wore the sort of glamour that would turn many a mortal man’s eye. Her green-tinged skin looked like the edge of evening, neither dark nor light, and her seaweed tresses were twisted into curls that she’d caught in a knot.

      “Jenny.” Niall smiled at her, more genuinely than he did with many of the Dark Court fey.

      The Greenteeth faeries were all a part of the Dark Court, but when he’d known them, over a thousand years ago, they were kind to him. He’d learned much of what he first knew of sex with women from them, and though it was sentimental, he tended to revert to that younger version of himself around them.

      “Do you know where his house is?”

      “I do.” She sounded amused, but often, she took joy in the smallest of things. “I shall tell you, my dear missing faery. For a fee.”

      Niall chuckled. “When do you want this fee paid?”

      “I’m free tonight,” she offered. “My services aren’t, of course, but . . . for you? Perhaps. I always welcome the hand of Darkness.”

      “I left the court, Jenny. Remember?” Niall said, although he didn’t object to the way she curled against his side. “I am Keenan’s advisor, now.”

      “And I’m Irial’s spy, love,” she whispered. “Then. Now. We are who we are. Unchanged. You are still looking for the Dark King, like a lost one trying to find home.”

      “I seek him on behalf of the Summer King.”

      “So you tell me.” Jenny patted his cheek. “But I am more interested in my fee.”

      “I have no coins to give you.”

      “You have the coin I require.” Her gaze raked over him, and he had to laugh. In this Summer and Darkness were akin. With all the boldness of both their courts, Jenny informed him, “I shall have you naked and willing against the wall, Niall. Charge them for a show. Let these thick-waisted, thick-walleted mortals see how much fun I am . . .”

      “So you can relieve them of their lives and coins?”

      She lifted her gaze to stare up at him. “We’re addictive, love. Why fight nature?”

      And it wasn’t his job to argue. She wasn’t his responsibility, and truth be told, he doubted Irial would care. They were the Dark Court. Morality was optional at best.

      “He’s well,” Jenny said, voice falsely casual.

      “I expected he’d be gone once you carried word of my arrival.” Niall’s anger seeped into his voice despite the beautiful pliable faery at his side. “Keenan’s future bride is—”

      Jenny giggled, the sound burbling like the waters that strengthened her. “The Dark King doesn’t flee your new love, Niall.”

      “Keenan is not my—”

      “Irial simply finds it embarrassing to see a faery king stumble over the mortals,” Jenny continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “You could help him, as you once helped Irial . . .”

      “No.”

      While they walked, she led him to the front of a brothel. They stood in the street while mortal girls leaned out windows, breasts bare and arms beckoning.  Niall glanced at them. If he were a weaker creature, he’d go inside such places and take his fill, leave them withering in want.

      “Come with me, gancanagh,” she tempted, whispering the words against his throat. “Even if you touch none but me, you can look at them. All the mortals. Lustful, naked, writhing. What you seek is here.”

      Niall closed his eyes. He was addictive to them, but a part of him craved the way they offered themselves, their needs, their pleas. He felt like a god when he was entangled with mortals. And if Irial was there . . .

      “No.” Niall shoved Jenny away. “He’ll need to come outside. I cannot go in there . . . I’ll wait here.”

      A step backward.

      Another.

      “I never said he was in there,” Jenny said with a knowing look. “He owns the place, but he’s not here.”

      “Oh.” Niall shook his head at his own foolishness. What he sought? He was embarrassed that he’d thought she meant Irial, but he tried to tell himself that was only because he’d asked her where Irial was. No other reason.

      “I’ll be here, though, or perhaps I should visit you. Slip into the rooms where you keep watch of the Summer King’s discarded toys . . .”

      “Jenny.” Niall took her hand. “Would you tell me if you knew things I should hear?”

      “For a fee, dear one.” She took his hand and directed it under her blouse, and with no pause, pulled the straps down so she was revealing herself to any and all who cared to look. “Give them a show.”

      “I can’t go in there.”

      Jenny Greenteeth took his hand in hers, and then she turned and walked away. She led him between the people, forcing as many of them as she could to brush against him or her as she walked. When she stopped, they were at the side of the building in a small alley.

      Back to the wall, she lifted her skirts, revealing a lack of undergarments.

      “Here,” she ordered. “I know what you need to hear, Niall. Secrets. We’d be fucking in the service of the king.”

      He knew she didn’t mean the Summer King, but the smile she gave him was one he never quite resisted, no matter how often she’d worn it. Dark green teeth between blood-red lips. Taunting. Inviting. And after the sight of topless mortals, the longing he was feeling was worse than usual.

      “Secrets. Such delicious secrets.” Jenny beckoned him closer. “Or you could go to his doorstep in this state. . .”

      If Niall wasn’t tempted, she wouldn’t offer. Her eyes were languid, as if he’d already touched her. He still missed this sometimes. The Dark Court thrived on lust and rage.

      He felt no rage.

      Without another word, he unfastened his trousers and fucked her against the brothel wall. In the street. It wasn’t the stage she’d requested, but she’d offered that knowing he’d refuse. This was what she’d wanted.

      Men and women watching her.

      Their lust like wine drifting on the very air itself.

      And the unspoken truth that he was enjoying the spectacle as much as she was. Try as he might, Niall would always be a bit darker than he would admit aloud.

      Jenny’s heels scraped the back of his jacket. She tore at his shirt until he was bare-chested, skin-to-skin with her.  “Do you remember when we did this with Irial, too?”

      The words, the memories, the sounds she made, it all fed his excitement. The watchers did, too. The way she whimpered as her back slid over the rough brick of the building added an element that he only found when he saw her. Such things weren’t done in the Summer Court—and if they knew his darker interests, they’d scorn him.

      When Niall finally found release some time later, it was as much her body as memories that made him lose control.

      Afterward, she slid down his body, her skirt covering her instantly. Lightly, she called, “Show’s over. I’ll be inside in a blink, though, if anyone thinks they’re worthy to follow him.”

      Niall didn’t look back at them, these men who would die after touching her tonight.

      “Maybe that will make it easier to see the king,” Jenny said.  “Shave the edge off your moods.”

      He stared at the brick beside her. “The secret?”

      “The king took a mortal to a faery bar in the city. He watches her, and she smiles upon him with interest.”

      “A mortal?”

      Jenny slid away and stood behind him as he put his clothes to rights. She leaned close and added, “It’s been centuries since I’ve seen him look like that at anyone new in such a way. Positively smitten. Hungry. The way he looks at you when you aren’t watching.”

      Then she was gone, and Niall was alone but for the scores of needy mortals moving in and out of the houses of sin on the street.
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      The next morning, Tam woke early, hoping to see Irial for a few moments before she was about her business.  She wasn’t thinking too much on how easily she had gone from not-avoiding-him to actively seeking him. Faery or not, Irial was a man. This longing Tam felt was not the sort of thing that smart women did; it was the behavior of the sort of girl who was desperate for a husband.

      Tam wasn’t that sort of person.

      And Irial was a faery, a monstrous thing. Beauty didn't overcome the horribleness of creatures like him. It should not.

      Tam pulled her hair back into a twist, no loose curls or inviting ringlets. He had offered her friendship. It was a curious possibility. What could she learn from a creature like him? If she kept her secret well enough, she had access to a being that was likely to see the world in completely different ways. He'd surely traveled far. He'd probably read things, seen things, tasted things she could never imagine.

      Tam pushed away the dreams she'd had in the dark of the night.  She pulled on her second-best coat again, left the Irish Channel, and set out toward the river. There, where the French Quarter's businesses ended and the Mississippi pressed against her banks, she would likely find a faery waiting for her.

      Her friend.

      She would not tell him that she was tempted by his offer of Onyx Jewelry.

      She would not tell him that she dreamed of kissing his bare skin to discover if it tasted more akin to the sweet pastries or the slightly bitter coffee they'd shared.

      Friends do not lick friends.

      The thought of that moral, and the not-at-all stunned way she was already sure he'd reply if she shared that tidbit of wisdom, made her break into a gleeful laugh.

      And it was because of that slightly wicked line of thought that she did not see the new faery until she'd all but tripped over him.

      "I seem to be lost," he said.

      Like Irial, this one glowed faintly. Unlike him, this second faery had a long scar that ran from his temple to the corner of his mouth, and he wasn’t trying to hide it. His scar was red, jagged as if an animal had slashed one long claw over his face. His hair was longer than Irial’s, but it was pulled back into a long queue at the nape of his neck. The result was that there was no chance of anyone failing to notice that jagged line on his face. What he shared with Irial, though, was an unearthly beauty and an arrogance that said he knew exactly how attractive he was.

      And like Irial, this faery was fit, all sinewy muscles and length. He moved like he was ready for a duel or possibly even the sort of fisticuffs that followed drunken binges in the most disreputable of bars.

      "I can't help you.”

      “But miss—"

      Tam turned and ran, looking over her shoulder several times, taking a circuitous route back to her home.  One faery was tolerable, perhaps only because he was so charming and harmless. A second one that tried to talk to her so boldly? That could only bode ill.

      Once she was home Tam sought out a neighbor to retrieve the laundry she agreed to help Deirdre wash. Deirdre wasn’t around, so Tam had to try to talk to the newest neighbor, a mother and her three young sons who had moved into the wee house across from hers.

      "Tell them I'm ill. Come down with a cough, but that I'll still have the washing done up for them. Simply need to stay indoors for a day or so," Thelma explained to her.

      "A cough then?" The woman, who didn't look but a handful of years older than Thelma, looked her up and down.  Her gaze lingered at Tam's midsection.

      “A cough,” Tam repeated firmly.

      She closed and leaned against her door.  There was no way to explain away a second faery making eyes at her in her city.  No good would come of it. Was this the one that Irial had been mentioning? Was he this Beira? Or the kingling?

      Tam’s thoughts ground to a halt. Kingling. Now that she was away from Irial’s distracting form the word seemed perfectly clear. The new one might be a faery king, a young one. She wanted to be wrong, was desperate to be so, but she had to wonder why a faery would come looking for her.

      She stared at her door as if expecting monsters to come crashing into the room. They might not look like monsters, not the stuff of nightmares that the storybooks hid, but the fear was the same.

      Who was the scarred faery? Why did he seek her out? Did he know where she lived?

      There was exactly one person who could give her answers, but he was a faery, too.  Dark Court. Beautiful. He could waltz like he was floating, and he made her feel dangerous and beautiful.

      For a flicker of a moment, Tam considered sending a letter to Irial, a plaintive request for his aid, but what would she write?

      
        
        Dear sir, I am afraid of any beautiful goblin men who aren’t you.

        

      

      Or  maybe,

      
        
        Dear sir, I wish to be in your arms as nightmares walk the streets.

        

      

      Or perhaps,

      
        
        Dear sir, please do not steal my eyes as you are stealing my heart!

        

      

      Tam shook her head at her own foolishness, and then she shoved her table and chair over to block the door. She took the precious few grains of salt she owned and scattered them in front of her window. She took a cloth, poured holy water onto it, and wrapped the doorknob with it.

      She had no idea what—if any—thing would work, but better to try something than wait for disaster.
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      The next day, Irial watched for Thelma, certain he’d see the young woman in her nearly threadbare coat. She was captivated already. They both knew it—just as they both knew what he was.

      When she didn’t appear, he was baffled. It wasn’t that he’d never been rejected, but it wasn’t a common theme in his life.  He was, quite literally, the physical manifestation of temptation. In most cases, mortal or fey, that was enough. The joy of Thelma was that her interest was deeper than lust. She liked him.

      She should be here.

      He’d bought her a jeweler’s shop. It wasn’t a common gift, but it was definitely one that stated his interest.

      They’d laughed. She’d been audacious. They’d waltzed.

      She should be here and willing.

      If there was one thing he knew, it was desire, and he’d seen it plain as day in Thelma’s face. The ones with the Sight often looked at him with curiosity. They’d seen the things that monsters do, but he didn’t look like a monster. When it came to Sighted ones, admittedly, he was never cruel.

      If they were able to See the fey, shouldn’t that mean that they were special?

      And he felt strangely energized at the thought of anyone Seeing him as he truly was. It was rare, and when one lived for centuries rare was exciting.

      She should be here and as excited as he was.

      He switched between anger and excitement that she wanted him to pursue her further. It had been over a thousand years since he’d been required to apply himself to courting someone. Perhaps he was forgetting something. A gift. A dance. Subtle praise. Listening to them. Caring what they thought. He wouldn’t be able to feign such things; it simply would bore him. His interest was real, as was hers.

      Then, where was she?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By nightfall the next day, Irial was in a temper. Thelma had not walked along the path she'd followed every other day. He had been ignored. He'd waited and watched, looking forward to a few moments with her.  She hadn't come.

      He, the king of nightmares, had been dismissed.

      Feeling far more like the impotent Summer King than Irial had ever felt in his life, Irial searched the city for hours. Nothing. No sign of her.

      He could send his subjects. He could employ the Wild Hunt. If he wanted to find Thelma, he could do so. Unlike any other court, Irial has the strength of the relentless Wild Hunt at his hand, but what Irial wanted was to not have to seek her out. He wanted her to arrive at the spot where their paths crossed as he did. Early. Eagerly. He wanted her to anticipate seeing him as he had anticipated seeing her.

      It was beneath him to hunt her—or to want her to be as eager as he felt.

      Inside his house, he stripped off his vest and suit coat.  The fine walking stick and polished shoes he'd worn walking for hours through the city had been hurled at the wall of his Garden District house, and he had downed a good third of the decanter of whisky in his study.

      How could he want to see her and she not feel the same?

      "Irial?" One of the Hounds had walked into the room, taken a look at him, and left without a second word.  Undoubtedly, Irial’s mood would cause concern among his subjects. They could appreciate a temper, a spot of violence, but his maudlin moods sometimes worried them.

      They felt it, the tendrils of darkness that stretched from him reached out to each and all of his subjects, flooding them with his sense of need and anger and lust. He could close his eyes and see them should he feel compelled to do so, but the only ones he watched were the ones at his houses of ill repute in the so-called Storyville. There, beautiful half-fey women charmed the sons of the city's finest families, the upstanding and corrupt politicians, and the occasional tourist who'd visited the city for a few days of legal indulgence.

      He mistrusted humans more than he’d admit. Human men too often treated women as if they were disposable. Admittedly, he had also been less than considerate with women, but he was equally so with men. He wasn’t a sexist. He was simply the Dark King.

      With his far-seeing connection to his subjects, he felt where they were, took in sights strange and lovely. Music, sweet jazz and longing blues, rose up in each of his houses. There would be no sin without the right songs to accompany it, not in a house owned by the king of the Dark Court.

      His fey were a people of the senses, happily interested in every vice. This was why he'd brought the court to this city's shores: to revel in the sin so freely sold and bartered in this fine city. That ought to have been his focus--not a mortal girl.

      But he was a king, for goodness sake. He wasn't one to enjoy taking orders from anyone, unless it was part of a game that required little clothing and the occasional plea for mercy. He wasn’t used to wanting and not having.

      "Why shouldn't I have the girl?" he asked aloud.

      No one in his immediate vicinity answered. He wasn't sure most of them would answer if they were present. However, over the lines of connection, he felt many whispers telling him to take, to have, to claim. More than a few of his subjects offered themselves.

      It was good to be king.

      And there was no limit to what he'd do for the good of his court. To be here, to do that, meant finding ways to stave off the sheer boredom of life with no challenges of note. His court was as happy as dark fey ever were. They enjoyed the suffering of the Summer Court, and they cherished the absence of the High Court--who had tucked themselves away in the land of Faerie rather than come among the world where mortals walked. Irial ought to be . . . content.

      But where was the fun in that?

      Content was another word for bored. Some of their kind withered and died from it. No, not from boredom proper, nothing quite so romantic as that, but from the consequences of it: Forgetting to eat for days on end. Failure to sleep. Boredom took a toll, and then death came.

      And as charming as he could be, Death wasn't particularly welcome in Irial's life currently.

      She should be here and willing, Irial thought yet again. She should be here.

      Irial was sitting in the dark of his palatial house drinking to take the edge off his mood when Gabriel walked into the room.

      Gabriel was a large man, holding himself in the posture of any number of thugs in any number of cities. No one seeing Gabriel would mistake him--or most of the Hunt--as harmless. He moved with the subtle grace of an explosion during mass.

      "What has you maudlin this time?"

      Irial made a crude gesture in the direction of his second-in-command.

      Gabriel laughed. "You know the kingling’s entourage is in town?"

      Irial sighed. "I did not. I saw the Winter Girl but . . . "

      "Same boat. Pulled into the harbor a couple days ago," Gabriel added.

      "And Winter?"

      Gabriel shook his head. "Not yet."

      Irial refilled his drink. “The boy king?”

      “Not yet. Tavish, Niall, and a few Summer Girls have arrived. They are setting up a house for the kingling as we speak.” Gabriel drank Irial’s glass of whisky. “Niall saw Jenny.”

      Irial reached out to Jenny, and in a moment, his mind was filled with the image, the feeling of her body writhing against Niall. Her whispered words slid into Irial’s mind, “I spoke of you. Of sharing you.” The image shifted to Niall in the pinnacle of lust and anger.

      And Irial smiled. The Summer King’s advisor would not forget his rightful court forever. One day, Niall would lead them. Irial had decreed it eleven hundred years ago, before Niall ran to the Summer Court. The Dark King sent his gratitude to Jenny Greenteeth.

      Then, he refocused on the issue of the Summer King’s arrival. That changed things. If they were all coming here, the Summer King was already on Thelma's trail. Keenan would arrive, and Beira would follow. Irial had a few days, a few weeks at best, during which he could see Thelma safely. It wasn’t enough.

      She should be here.

      Irial paced to the window and looked out at the night.  The city was dotted with flickering lights and laughing mortals.  More than a few them would make their way to the tiny eight block district where sins had been declared acceptable, and they'd add money to the considerable fortune that the Dark Court had amassed.

      Why isn’t she here?

      Gabriel's mouth curved in an approximation of a smile. "Worried?"

      "Maybe I'm simply bored."

      "Bored? Host a ball. Open another whorehouse. Seduce one of the Summer Court faeries.  There are a million ways to entertain yourself, especially in this city." Gabriel stomped forward, rattling the beautiful cut crystal decanter and highball glass that Irial had left too near the edge of the bar. "Go start an argument with the kingling or your--"

      Irial's gaze snapped to him before Gabriel finished whatever words he'd almost assigned Niall.

      Gabriel held up both hands. "Or Niall," he finished. "Now that he's in town, you might as well make an excuse to see him. I'm not going to check on him this time."

      "You do know you serve me?"

      At that Gabriel shrugged. "Plenty of other options."

      They both knew better, though. The Wild Hunt was too much a part of the darkness to feel comfort in any other court, even the Winter Court. More importantly, the two faeries were friends and had been so since Gabriel took the helm of the Hunt.

      "I need a fight or a fuck," Irial announced.

      "Don't look at me. I don't have any interest in the one with you, and you'd embarrass yourself if we did the other."

      "You think I couldn’t fight you?"

      "Didn't say which you'd embarrass yourself trying to do, Iri."

      Irial made another crude gesture toward his closest friend as the big man walked away laughing.  Once he was gone, however, Irial smiled.  Gabriel always knew how to pry him out of his moods.

      "Find me a few of Keenan's people," he called out, to Gabriel who was still somewhere in the house, and to his many subjects who were in the city.

      The feedback through his shadowed tendrils was that of monsters purring, and Irial pushed away thoughts of Thelma. He was the thing in the shadows that wise mortals and fey feared, and his fey were often worse. It was what they'd been made to be, wrought of shadows and excess, impulse and need, hungers and madness. That should be his focus.

      He was the Dark King.

      He didn’t chase mortals who rejected him. That was the domain of the cursed Summer King.

      Why isn’t she here?

      Perhaps, this was for the best. What business did the Dark King have considering protecting a mortal, especially one who had rejected him?
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      In her apron pocket was a card, thick with a swirl of black ink. She withdrew it and held it.  Irial. A name. An address. It would change everything, but she wasn’t sure how.

      What if he was friends with this faery? She knew not to get involved with them—but she recalled Irial’s voice, his arrogance, his insistence that he wasn’t helping the kingling or the one called Beira.  Did not helping them mean he would help her?

      He was Dark Court, and he was strong. She’d watched how others treated him. He was powerful. Surely, she had the self-control to resist his allure. It was that or stay trapped in her house, which would only work until her funds ran out.

      Going to see Irial was a bad idea, but she had no better plans. There was no one else powerful enough to help her—especially powerful and able to see the creature that had approached her. She imagined telling her friends, or the police, but they couldn’t see faeries. How could they help?

      Tam did her work inside her tiny home, thinking of other options. She could flee the city—a choice she was considering quite seriously—or she could seek help. She could trust that the faery lost interest. Perhaps she misunderstood. There were thousands of people in the city. Why would she matter? She could wait for this faery’s interest to pass. They were fickle.

      By evening, she’d devised no better answer. Worse yet, Tam had to admit that she did miss Irial. Tam was certain that this might be the path to madness. She toyed with his card, traced the thick black ink with her fingertip again.

      She missed a faery.

      A man.

      It was absurd, but she couldn’t truly say she was sure it was the fear or the interest in Irial that had her climbing into a carriage.  It was an open-air hansom cab, so Tam was far too exposed for comfort and wished the hired carriage would go faster. Walking was her default mode of travel, but there was an urgency to her plan today. She watched the streets in fear.  The other one, the faery that wasn’t a part of the Dark Court, was out there.

      “Here you are.” The driver stopped before one of the more ostentatious of the houses on the street.

      “Here?”

      The driver checked the address again. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Thank you,” she told the man as she descended the cab and stared at Irial’s home. Wealthy Americans had flooded the city after the war, but they’d disdained the French Quarter, choosing to build oversized homes upriver from the Quarter mimicking the plantation houses of the Confederate states.  The houses were beautiful, but Tam had no love for anything that recalled the ugliness of the slave states.

      Of course, she suspected that having a man like Irial, a wealthy man with Creole skin, as their neighbor must feel like a mite in the eye of the other residents on the street.

      “I hope this is not a mistake,” Tam whispered to herself--or God or anyone else who might be able to hear her.

      She glanced at the card she had bent and squeezed until it had begun to resemble rubbish. She clutched the card as she approached the massive door.

      When the door opened, a beautiful faery in a maid’s costume stood there.  “Are you lost, dear?”

      The faery’s true face was even more arresting than her glamour, but it was her voice, as musical as the finest Scottish lilt, that made Tam smile.

      “Miss?” the faery prompted.

      Tam swallowed, as if it would force her fear down, and said, “Irial.”

      The girl looked at Tam. “Pardon?”

      Holding out the card, Tam repeated, “Irial.” She swallowed again. “I’ve come here to see Irial.”

      The faery pulled the door wide open and motioned Tam into the house. “I’ll tell his lordship you’re here, Miss . . .?”

      “Thelma,” Tam said, voice crackling on her own name. “I’m Thelma Foy.”

      “If you’ll follow me, Miss Foy,” the faery said.

      And Tam did just that. She followed a faery into a house that was undoubtedly filled with such creatures.  Of all of the rules that she’d known in her entire life, this decision was breaking nearly all of them.

      Tam could imagine what the long line of women in her life would say. Dangerous. Foolish.

      She barely noticed the house as she followed the woman into an empty parlor.  On the far side of it were pocket doors. The maid slid them open and gestured for her to enter the room.

      “You should sit,” the faery said gently.

      Tam nodded again, but she felt like the world had spun. The fey weren’t supposed to be so kind, so soft spoken or helpful. Irial was an exception.

      She’d watched the fey her whole life, seen them knock people under carriage wheels or shove them into peril. She’d watched men drown in the river because a singing faery there lured them to her. Hair like a waterfall writhing and tumbling down her back, she’d smile as they leaned closer. She let them pull her in, kiss her, and then she fell into the water still wrapped in their embraces.

      That was what Tam needed to recall: that terror as men died in the arms of beautiful faeries. She couldn’t be so gullible. She couldn’t be enchanted as they had been.

      Faeries were deadly.

      Irial was deadly.

      And yet, here she was.

      Tam sank into a plush chair that was overflowing with black and purple velvet cushions. Everything she could see spoke of money the likes of which she could not fathom. Paintings that looked like they belonged in a palace covered the walls, and sculptures of elegant beauty and horrible realism sat on a marble mantel over a vast fireplace. The furniture was heavy, covered in vibrant colors and in one case dripping with gold tassels. The floor-length drapes were silk. Irial was wealthy in a way that made his elegant suits seem modest and understated.

      As Tam stared blankly into the simmering fire, she failed to hear Irial’s arrival, but she felt him there. He had an irresistible pull on her; he was a spark that would turn her into an inferno.

      After a long moment of staring at him, Tam took a steadying breath and said, “There’s another faery in New Orleans.”

      “Indeed.”

      Irial dropped onto a divan across from her, and Tam couldn’t repress a smile at the striking similarity to women who sold their affections. He was sex incarnate, and although she hadn’t had a strong interest in sexual relations until meeting him, Tam couldn’t deny a surge of longing.

      “Aren’t there always a few faeries in the city?”

      “You’re not going to ask how I know? Pretend to be human? Cast me in some supernatural dungeon?” Tam stared at him. “I expected some . . . I don’t know. Doubts? Questions?”

      “You have the Sight, love,” Irial pronounced. “Of course, you can see us for what we are.”

      “You knew I could See them? See you?”

      Irial held up the hand with the ring she’d made. “You shimmer. Your kind always does.”

      “Well, you glow. You more than most.”

      “I am aware. You are not the first Sighted mortal I’ve met, Thelma.”

      “Well, I’ve never intentionally spoken to a faery until you. I don’t meet your sort, or seek them out, or . . . or . . . waltz with them.” Tam crossed her ankles as primly as she could.

      Irial glanced at her ankles and back to her face. “I’m afraid you still look like a tempting morsel even with those crossed, my dear.”

      Despite everything, or maybe because of it, she laughed.

      “Now, tell me about the big bad wolf that brought you to my door, morsel.” Irial moved to sit beside her on the oversized chair. “Do I owe him a gift or torment?”

      Tam looked at him, flirtatious in a way that ought to have her every moral quaking in fear, but she felt safer than she ever had in her life.

      She slid closer, carefully not looking at Irial’s face.

      “He’s like you, but not. Beautiful, but with a very visible scar on his face. Stronger than the one who opened your door, and stronger than any at the club, and at least as strong as the one with the beautiful giant horse.” Tam took a breath, not because of fear but because Irial’s arm came around her. “I heard you that day. I realize now that you knew all along, but I had no idea you knew I could hear you at the bayou.”

      It hit her then, just how atypical he was. She turned to stare at his face. “You were warning me. You knew I heard you, and you were warning me.”

      Irial lifted a single shoulder.

      “About another faery,” she continued. “You warned me, Irial. Even before we were friends.”

      “I answered my friend,” Irial said nonchalantly. “If you heard, too, so be it.”

      Impulsively, Tam kissed his cheek. “You are kinder than I’d expect from a Dark Court faery.”

      Irial glanced down at her. “You do pay attention if you know my court.”

      “Shadows.” Feeling increasingly bold, Tam traced his forearm where shadows seemed to gather and slither. “Dark Court faeries all linger in them, but you are covered with shadows. They slither toward you like you are their master.”

      Irial stared at her hand where she was tracing shadowed lines. She knew she was being scandalous, improper even. She might be a blue-stocking, but she wasn’t a strumpet—not that she saw anything wrong with it, strictly speaking, but  she simply hadn’t ever felt so inclined.

      Until Irial.

      “Is it because you’re Dark Court that I want to touch you?” she whispered.

      Irial cupped her face with one hand and slid his thumb over her lips. “I cannot resist you, Thelma. I think of you.” He met her gaze. “I was inconsolable when I could not find you, so I hope there’s more here for you than simple lust.” He met her gaze then and added, “Although I approve of that part, too.”

      A sound like heavy storms rumbled through the room, and in the next moment the enormous faery Irial had called Gabriel appeared. He looked larger moving through the opulent house, as if someone had released a lion to roam in a doll house.

      “Are you out of your mind, Irial?” He stood in the doorway, larger than seemed possible.

      “Excuse me just a moment, love.” Irial kissed her nose.

      She stared at him as he stood, marveling at the simple act of affection.

      He grabbed the other faery by the arm. “Outside.”

      The two men left, and Tam closed her eyes. A faery kissed her. A man kissed her. She wasn’t entirely sure which was more shocking. Perhaps the most remarkable part was that she wanted him to do so. She had welcomed his arm around her, leaned closer to the comfort of his body beside hers.

      This was not her life: Sitting in the parlor of a posh house, waiting on a powerful faery, hoping he had the answers to keep her safe from whatever other faery sought her out. It was impossible.
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      “Niall is here,” Gabriel said as soon as they were out of the range of hearing for a mortal.

      The words still brought a flutter to Irial’s heart and a heat to his skin. Unfortunately, Irial’s heir, the only faery with a heart cruel enough to rule the Dark Court, wasn’t here to visit him. Niall had turned away from Irial, from the Dark Court. Now, he was a guilt-ridden thing, serving the Summer Court in some kind of twisted penance or “fuck you” gesture to Irial.

      Irial shoved old memories and longings aside. “I knew he was in the city.”

      Gabriel inclined his head toward the foyer. “Here. At the house.”

      “Well, then. . .” Irial, for all of his best intentions, decided once again that he was going to enjoy himself even when it would only deepen their rift. “Give me a moment before you show him in. I need to relocate Thelma.”

      “Not your errand boy, Iri.”

      “It’ll be amusing,” Irial cajoled. “And you do enjoy his discomfort, Gabe.”

      The hound snorted and walked away.

      At that, Irial slid the pocket doors open and returned to Thelma. He took off his vest and unfastened the top half of his shirt buttons.

      Thelma sat upright, gaze immediately going to the expanse of bare skin he’d just revealed. It wasn’t unexpected, but it still made him preen. He was a little vain after all.

      "Are we still pretending?" Irial asked.

      The lovely mortal girl blinked up at him. "What? Pretending?"

      He smiled. "I see how you watch me, Thelma."

      "You're different," she hedged.

      He crouched on the edge of the chair where she was curled as if it were a nest she needed to guard. “I’m going to have to handle a bit of business.”

      Thelma tensed at his words and stared again at his bared skin. “Business that requires fewer articles of clothing?”

      “Jealous, poppet?”

      “I am not your pop—”

      “Of course, you aren’t.” Irial sighed. “But I need to appear a certain way to send that other faery away.”

      “He found me?”

      “No. He’s here to harass me.” Irial traced her jawline. “If he thinks I am anything but a debauched sop, he’ll be suspicious.  It would be best if he has no reason to be suspicious. It would create problems for us, if I had to answer his questions. Do you understand?”

      “You’re lying?” Thelma asked, gaze again falling to his bare skin.

      “I can’t lie,” he reminded her. “But I can distract or dissemble, can’t I?”

      “Yes . . .”

      With a grin, he pulled at his shirt so it gaped wider. “Do I seem distracting?”

      Thelma glanced away with a gasp.

      “I like that you look at me, Thelma.” He caught her chin and turned her back to face him. “And I like that you think wicked thoughts when you look at me.”

      “You’re a faery. It’s just because of that. Surely.” She folded her arms over her chest. “I’ve always thought the fey attractive.”

      He’d certainly seen mortals become faery-struck. Some of his kind were made for it, in fact. He had been a gancanagh—more addictive than any mortal drug--before he’d become the Dark King. “Do you stare at all of us like this?”

      “Maybe.” This time Thelma didn’t glance away, but the smile she offered up belied the claim.

      “Oh?”

      Thelma sighed. “I suppose I shouldn’t lie to you if you can’t lie to me. I think your kind beautiful often, but I feel like . . . you are impossible to ignore. I risked my life coming here, knowing what I know of your kind, but . . . you feel different to me.”

      “I believe we have important matters to discuss, lovely Thelma,” he said, leaning closer in awareness that the movement put his bared skin directly in her view again. “Yes?”

      Her breathing grew heavier. “I’m not quite sure what I’d be agreeing to if I repeat that word, so . . . no.”

      “No for now?”

      “No for now,” Thelma echoed.

      “But I need to make a statement, pretty. I need only a kiss.” He stood and pulled her to her feet. “One kiss, and then you shall vanish through the doors there”—he nodded toward the doors on the far side of the room—“swept away to safety. Someone will see you to your room while I tend to business.”

      He could hear her pulse racing faster now, and it made his body sing. Mortals were so much more fun, more intensely so, than most fey. A touch, an offer, and they positively vibrated with need.

      “I gave you a vow to protect you,” he reminded her. “And there are dangers in the city for you. Dangers worse than any horrible thing you’ve heard of our kind.”

      “Me specifically?”

      “You will stay the night, and after that we will discuss.” Irial wanted to have her look at him in longing, and telling her about her fate would make that impossible. “Now, however, I need that kiss.”

      Her lips parted.

      “Nothing that will compromise your virtue,” he whispered as he guided one arm to his neck. “Yet.”

      As her arms twined around his neck, Irial slipped one arm around her low back.

      “Irial . . .”

      Encouraged by the longing in her voice, he kissed her throat. Her jaw. Her already eager lips.

      When he pulled back, he was rewarded by the undisguised desire in Thelma’s expression.

      “Was that the kiss you needed?”

      “If I say yes, you might stop,” he teased.

      She slid one hand upward from where it had rested on the back of his neck, pulled him to her, and clumsily kissed him.

      There was no doubt that this was new to her, no way to call her affection practiced, but it was still intoxicating. After a moment, he kissed her back, careful not to discourage her exploration but taking control and then relinquishing it. Several minutes passed, and Irial rejoiced at the way Thelma wrapped her arms tighter around him, pressing her body tighter to his so they were sealed together from hip to chest. His hand twisted into her hair as they kissed, and for a moment, he couldn’t recall why he needed to do anything other than carry her to his room.

      “Consequences be damned,” he swore when she finally pulled back.

      Her hair was mussed, and the shadows in the room surged toward them both.

      “Give me your vow that you won’t turn me over to those other faeries,” Thelma asked.

      Irial grinned. “If there ever was a mortal not meant for any other faery court, I think it would be you.” He stroked her hair. “I will amend my vow to say that I will do all I can to keep you safe, Thelma, as long as it doesn’t overly endanger my subjects.”

      She blinked at him. “Your . . .”

      “Subjects, love. I’m the king of this court,” he clarified as gently as he could.

      Her eyes widened.

      “You’re mine,” he said.

      And of course, that’s when Gabriel slid the doors open. Irial glanced over his shoulder at the intrusion. Behind the Hound was Niall, who in his usual way was surely misinterpreting what was happening here. It was a gift of sorts, the way Niall could misread everything to make Irial seem worse than he was.

      Thelma was dazed in Irial’s arms, and he couldn’t turn so as to explain himself without revealing exactly which mortal he held. The mortal they sought, the missing Summer Queen, a woman very much not meant for Irial—and one he absolutely had no intention of surrendering. If Niall realized that he’d already spoken to the missing Summer Queen, he’d report that detail to Keenan, and all would be lost.

      “A minute,” Irial barked.

      Gabriel shut the door with a bang.

      Irial carried Thelma across the room and thumped that door with his boot. It opened to reveal two trusted servants. Neither questioned their king or let the hint of a question cross their faces.

      “Put her in the room adjoining mine.”

      Thelma stirred and looked up at him. “Irial?”

      “I’ll do my best to keep you safe, love,” Irial reassured her.

      He dipped his head and kissed her cheek, and then he handed her over to his fey, straightened his shoulders, and returned to his parlor to await the only person he’d ever needed in a way that had nothing to do with the court.
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      Sometimes Niall wondered if there were lows Irial wouldn’t reach.  Niall had watched a human woman flop limp in the Dark King’s arms. Was this the mortal Jenny had mentioned? Smitten? That was not the word Niall would choose.

      “A minute,” Irial had barked.

      Gabriel jerked the door shut with a thud, leaving them outside as Irial did who knew what to the woman. The massive Hound grinned at Niall. “Miss it?”

      “Ruining the lives of humans? No.”

      Gabriel laughed. “The women, Niall. Do you miss sharing women with the king?”

      And the horrible part was that Niall was afraid to answer, worried that if he tried to say the words that meant that he didn’t miss it he’d find his tongue tied and voice mute. He’d thought of it against a brothel wall with Jenny. The worst lies were the ones a man told himself in the privacy of his mind, hoping they were true. Hoping didn’t make them true, though, and if a faery tried to lie, the words wouldn’t come.

      “Fuck off, Gabe.” Niall turned away, as much to not face the large man’s laughter as to hide the shame that kept him from trying to say the words. “I am here to notify Irial that the Summer Court is in New Orleans. Protocol . . . or has the Dark Court forgotten that?”

      “Mind yourself.”

      “Your court doesn’t scare me,” Niall said.

      Gabriel snorted. “It’s your court much as it’s mine. You’re just too much of a jackass to admit it.”

      “I’m not like you,” Niall objected. It was the best he could say truthfully. He couldn’t claim not to be a monster. He was far worse than the Dark King. He was still poisonous to mortals, his very skin a drug that would addict them and eventually leave them faery-struck, dying despite everything he attempted.

      “You’re like him.” Gabriel nodded toward the door. “Only other of your kind I ever heard of. Gancanaghs are rarer than a virgin in a whorehouse.”

      Niall rubbed his temples as if the headache was from inside, when really it was the Hound in front of him and the faery on the other side of the door that created the painful throbbing in his head. “I don’t seduce mortals. Not since I left the Dark Court.”

      “Left him, you mean. Say what you mean.”

      Niall tried another approach: “I’m not looking for a fight—”

      “But you wouldn’t back down.” Gabriel laughed. “You aren’t so different from him or me. Irial’s just too busy to deal with all the fighting; that’s why he keeps me around.”

      The heavy sound of wood being slid into the pocket announced Irial’s arrival.

      Niall was almost grateful to see him. He knew the truth Gabriel muttered far too well, and he had no desire to face any of it. Better to face Irial than his own failures.

      “I was not expecting guests tonight, gancanagh.” Irial lounged against the door.

      “Fortunately, I am not a guest.” Despite best intentions, Niall found himself scanning the Dark King, checking for injury or change.

      Irial grinned and asked, “So the wayward one is returning home?” He held open his arms and took a step forward. “Come. Give us a hug.”

      Niall reeled back, fist raised and flying through the air to knock the familiar smile off Irial’s lips.

      Irial caught his hand in an open palm, used the leverage to flip his arm over, and kissed his wrist. “Now, now.”

      Gabriel snorted. “Play nice, boys.”

      Niall jerked his hand out of Irial’s grasp. “I’m not here for games.”

      “Are you sure? We had some fun with our games if my memory serves.” Irial’s voice drew a tendril of lust and something worse, fondness.

      The sound of Gabriel’s laughter lingered as he departed, and then Niall was alone with Irial. From the widened eyes Irial suddenly had, Niall suspected that they both realized it at once. They’d managed to meet with witnesses almost every time their paths crossed for well over three centuries now.

      Niall looked around, hoping for a door to open or something.

      “I mean you no harm,” Irial whispered.

      Niall stared at him.

      “Perhaps we could talk,” Irial said.

      But when he took a step closer, Niall panicked. “I’m here to . . . here . . . to notify you we have arrived to find the Summer Queen.”

      “Protocol then?” Irial prompted gently.

      “Keenan will be arriving soon,” Niall said, feeling all of his resolve and walls crumble at once and wanting desperately to escape. “As advisor to the Summer King, I hereby notify you.”

      Irial nodded.

      “No questions or jibes?” Niall’s gaze went everywhere but Irial. It was easier to pretend when there were witnesses, an audience to remind him of the myths they both created. With only Irial in the room, Niall couldn’t keep the venom in his voice.

      “Another futile quest,” Irial said with a wave of his hand. “The kingling had a dream of the One.”

      Niall sighed. He’d like to argue that Keenan would find his missing queen, that he’d know her from afar, and this long search would end. The best he could say was, “Perhaps this time.”

      They stood in silence. A million questions that Niall would never ask with witnesses had risen in his mind over the centuries. If he stayed there much longer, he’d either kiss Irial or stab him. Both were terrible ideas.

      “If you died, what would happen to the court?” Niall managed to ask.

      Irial smiled and shook his head. “Planning my untimely demise?”

      And despite how many times he’d considered just that, Niall found himself admitting, “I don’t want you dead, Irial. The courts all need balance. I think Beira has demonstrated that for all of us.”

      “I wish peace for you,” Irial said baldly. “Love. Dizzying heights. The things we once—”

      “Stop.” Niall balled his fist again. “Unless you have court business, please, don’t talk to me.”

      “Someday, I hope you can forgive me.”

      Niall turned and headed toward the door, noticing that no servants were in sight there either. “Don’t count on it.”

      Then he opened the door and walked into the darkness.  Coming to this city was wrong. Too many things were amiss. Niall ought to have asked about the mortal. He ought to have demanded Irial have a witness. He ought to have asked Jenny to join him, so he wasn’t left alone with the Dark King.

      But as he left, Niall began to ask himself why Irial moved to make Niall so uncomfortable. Because he’s hiding something.

      That was the most logical reason with Irial: use anger, lust, whatever he needed to make his opponent off-kilter. Niall understood the Dark Court, so he often dealt with them. He was the faery most adept at handling protocol with them, because the Dark still held a part of him that he suspected he’d never get back again.  Irial had once offered him the court, eternal devotion, everything a person could want—and no one could fathom rejecting such an offer. Irial himself was temptation personified. How could anyone turn that down?

      Niall had, but that didn’t mean he forgot what it was to be in the bosom of that court, or to be cherished by the embodiment of temptation.

      And tonight, Irial had manipulated him so thoroughly that Niall hadn’t even asked about the woman. She mattered—enough that Irial had been uncharacteristically vulnerable.

      Or pretended to be.

      Niall ducked his head against the night’s chill as he walked down St. Charles. Between one step and the next, he donned a glamour and disappeared.  It didn’t remove temptation, but it hid him from mortal eyes.

      That was his chosen penance: he stood at the side of a king who romanced mortal after mortal. He willingly subjected himself to their presence. That way he would never forget how awful he’d been, how many lives he’d stolen. He wouldn’t be free until the Summer King found his mortal, and then, maybe then, Niall could find peace.

      “Let this girl be the one,” he prayed.

      Then, after a flicker of a pause, he added, “And let her not be the one in Irial’s arms.”

      That was a coincidence. Not even Irial would be so brash as to seduce the mortal who would free the Summer Court. Would he?
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      “He’ll come up when he’s able,” the seemingly young faery said as she showed Tam around a room that dwarfed Tam’s entire rented home.

      The whole of the room looked like it ought to be in a nobleman’s estate. Against the far wall was a wardrobe of heavy wood. The pulls and knobs on it glimmered like silver, and the etchings in the wood were inlaid with mother-of-pearl.  On the other side, a brocade divan and chair sat as if they were awaiting a couple who would pause there for an intimate drink. To further that image, a silver tea service stood glistening on what appeared to be a low table fashioned of curled bronze and a polished slab of black stone that she couldn’t identify.

      Heavy silver and black drapes hung from ceiling to floor in a semicircle beyond the table and seats. The center of the room was filled with an enormous wooden bed; moving it would likely require several massive men—or the Hounds, which she suspected were the Wild Hunt itself.

      At that thought Tam had to muffle a laugh. The Wild Hunt. She was staring at a bed that was more than likely carried in by the infamous Hunt that thundered through towns on unearthly stallions. Gabriel, the one with the horse in the bayou, was such a creature. Irial was the king, the faery who led the monsters. How was that even possible?

      “Miss?”  The faery girl was not frightening as some were, but her teeth were, peculiarly, green. Her skin was much the same shade, and she appeared as if she’d just stepped out of the lake.

      “He’s your k . . . your . . .”

      “King. Irial is the Dark King, and he’s your protector.” The faery gave her a reassuring pat with her damp hand. “He’s vowed your safety. We all felt it when he declared it.”

      “You felt it?” Tam echoed.

      The faery nodded. “You belong to the Dark King now.”

      “I see,” Tam said, but she didn’t see, not really. It all seemed baffling. She didn’t belong to anyone.

      The faery straightened to her full height, and her voice took the tone that Tam had only heard when priests spoke of God. “He’ll protect you. We will, too. You can trust the king to do what’s wisest and best.”

      Tam reassessed her opinion of the faery’s age. Such zealotry was the hallmark of youth—not that Tam thought herself long in the tooth, but she was beyond the age of such intensity. Adult women were more serious. They simply had to be.

      “Enter,” the girl said, her reply almost simultaneous with the knock that visibly rattled the door.

      Two large men carried in several buckets of water. As they did, the young faery went over and pulled back a curtain. On the other side of it was not a window as Tam expected, but a raised dais with a massive oversized claw-footed tub. Beyond it, thin silk curtains hung over the windows, providing privacy but still allowing a bather to look at the city. Such a sight while submerged in the steaming water that the Hounds poured into the tub was a luxury she’d never had, nor dreamed of having.

      “Lavender?” The green-tinted faery held up a vial of oil. “We have others, too. He thought you’d like to relax.”

      Tam stared at her, blinked a few times to clear the sheer impossibility of this being her day. She felt like a princess, except this fairy tale seemed to include being protected by a dragon king rather than a sweet prince.

      After a moment, Tam managed to say, “I like lavender.”

      The men left, and the faery had Tam test the water. Once declaring it perfect, Tam was somehow disrobed without so much as a word. The faery held her hand to steady her as Tam stepped into the tub. The water, the scent, the view: it was sheer perfection.

      She sat, staring out at the city, wondering at her world as she soaked in lavender scented water in a tub larger than any she’d ever seen. Her day was, because of Irial, the single most remarkable one she’d had—second only to the one she’d spent with Irial, walking, talking, and dancing. This wasn’t love. It couldn’t be. She was a human, and he was a faery.

      Did the Dark Court love?

      Tam had no answer. All she knew was that she felt safe and cosseted in the home of the Dark King. It was a singularly surreal experience for a woman who had scraped and saved to have enough funds to indulge in a monthly plate of beignets.

      Eventually, when the water had begun to cool, Tam let the green-tinted faery wrap her in heated towels.

      “Come and rest, Thelma,” the faery said. She held up a long nightdress, a rich deep blue, silken material that was richer than anything Thelma had worn in her entire life. “Rest will make everything clearer.”

      Tam dressed in the silken nightdress, and the faery pulled back the covers on the absurdly soft bed.

      Then Tam was alone in the vast room, staring at the wardrobe, at the brocade divan, and the lush rug.  It felt like a different sort of danger to be in such an elegant space. Tam hadn’t ever been swayed by wealth, or the lust for it, and she hadn’t changed her mind.

      That didn’t mean she couldn’t appreciate it.

      She had never slept on such soft sheets, and the mattress felt like it had wrapped around her, cocooning her and lulling her to relax. As much as she wanted to give in to that, she’d just discovered that she was being offered a bed in the house of the Dark Court.  It was no shock to Tam that Irial was a part of the Dark Court, or that he was strong, but a king?

      She closed her eyes for a moment, not imagining she could actually sleep there.
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      When she woke, the room was darker, but enough light spilled into the room that she was aware that there was a body in the chair across the room. The shape of him was too small to be a Hound, and too large to be any of the other faeries she’d seen.

      “Irial?”

      “Yes, love,” he said lightly. “You didn’t think I’d let strangers in while you were off in the land of nod, did you?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      He paused. “You know I can’t lie, so perhaps let this question stay unanswered until dawn breaks?”

      There was something intimate about being in a room with a man, more so when she realized that all she had for clothing was a silken shift that the green-tinged faery had offered her. That and the down-filled duvet were somehow scant barrier with a man in the room with her.

      “Shall we discuss that kiss?” Irial asked softly. “Perhaps repeat the act to be sure I recall it correctly?”

      He said nothing more, came no closer.

      “And after that?” Her own voice sounded breathy, as if she were trying to entice him. It wasn’t on purpose. She was all but shaking. “You’ve kissed me wordless, sent me to be indulged in a luxurious bath and fine linens. What follows these moments, Irial?”

      “What do you want?” His voice was somehow richer there in the shadows, as if the darkness made him even more tempting. “I do not believe in force, Thelma. In all my life I’ve not bedded the unwilling, not fey or mortal. I can’t say they were always clear-minded, or that I was either, but I have strived to be sure that consent was a part of every naked adventure.”

      At that, Tam giggled. “Naked adventure? Are you sporting in the wild, Irial? Bare in the bayou? Sans trousers in the sand?”

      “Yes.” His voice sounded amused and enticing all at once. “All of that. Love, I’ve lived more centuries than your kind has records. There is little I’ve not tried.”

      The reality of that made her shiver, from what he undoubtedly knew better than any human in the world and and the insecurity that washed over her. She was utterly inexperienced. He might as well have invented the act.

      “Why me?” she asked.

      Conversations of friendship were gone from her mind. Perhaps Deirdre was right. Perhaps such a thing was impossible between men and women. Yet, at the thought, she rebelled. She liked Irial, too. This wasn’t simple lust for her—and she didn’t believe it was for him, either.

      She amended her question: “Why me when you could surely have anyone in your bed?”

      He sighed. “I don’t know. I find you intriguing.” Irial stood and walked to the edge of the bed. He looked down at her.

      She nodded toward the mattress, indicating that he should sit beside her, but he didn’t move. He stared at her. A smile that was more affectionate than she understood eased over him.

      “Your independence. Your bravery. Your laughter.” He shrugged. “You are too good for me, for the kingling, for this world. I want to . . .”

      “I don’t know this kingling person,” Tam reminded him. “Whatever else you say, you obviously believe it to be true.”

      Seeing the person she’d thought so brave and sure of himself look at a loss made her feel like she’d felt at seeing wildlife in its natural state. Gently, carefully, she patted the bed.

      Once he sat, she asked, “What is it that you want? What did you start to say?”

      Irial met her gaze and whispered, “I want to save you. Foolish, dangerous, and altogether likely to end badly, but that’s what I want. I want to save you.”

      Tam stared back at him. There were a lot of things she might have guessed he’d say after the way he’d kissed her earlier and the way he had watched her before they’d even spoken. That was not anywhere on the list.

      “Save me?”

      “Do you want the answers or . . .?” Irial’s gaze slid over her like he’d seen the most perfect vision he could imagine.

      “Both.”

      “You’re the destined queen of the Summer Court.” Irial held her gaze. “If the Summer King so much as sees you, your humanity will end—”

      “I’ll die?”

      “You’ll become a faery. His faery. His bride.” Irial wiped away a tear she hadn’t realized she’d shed. “The faery you saw is his advisor. They’re coming here to the city to look for you, and the Winter Queen is coming here to stop them.”

      Tam shook her head. In all of the terrible things she’d imagined, this was still worse. “Why? Why me?”

      Irial glanced away. “It had to be someone. Why does any fate befall us?”

      “What do I do?” Tears were streaming freely down her cheeks now, and she clutched his hand.

      For a moment, he was silent.  Then he tipped her head up to meet his gaze again. “You stay with me. Hide here with me. You will not lose your humanity if his gaze never touches you.”

      She realized then how much Irial was surely risking. “If they find out you’re hiding me, they’ll . . .”

      “Try to kill me,” he finished. “That is a risk, but . . . I find myself willing to risk much for you.”

      “Why?” Tam stared at him. “Why would you do that?”

      “Better that than you going unwilling to his bed.”

      There was a fire under those words that made her certain someone he knew had a fate such as that. Despite everything, she asked, “Was the person you’re thinking of . . . the one who went unwilling to a bed . . . someone you loved?”

      “Yes.” Irial looked away again. “That was my fault, too. Like this is. I couldn’t save them, but this time . . . I will.”

      “They have been searching for years, centuries,” he said. “The king dreams of her, and they search her out.” Irial tugged on a long piece of hair that had fallen forward over her shoulder. “When I saw you, I knew.”

      “Because I have the Sight? So, you could tell?”

      “Sighted ones glimmer for me,” he said, repeating his earlier answer. “The High Queen can, too, but she’s over in Faerie, not in the mortal world. They can’t see that you’re Sighted. As far as I know, the only one other than me who can tell is the High Queen can.”

      “You couldn’t know they’d find me, Irial, especially if they’ve been searching for years.” She paused and then gave into the instinct to nestle her head on his shoulder. After that kiss, after sleeping in a bed of his, resting her head on his arm seemed like an allowed intimacy.

      “I had no idea you would captivate me,” he said, kissing the side of her head. “I thought I would be able to get to know you. I thought we had time.”

      “So, you aren’t interested in me because of the other king?” she asked, hating the tremble in her voice. “It’s not my Sight or fate? Or to wage a war against this Summer King?”

      “My vow, Thelma, that I am not interested in you to wage war against him, nor because of that damnable curse.” Irial brushed his lips over hers before saying, “I am fascinated because you are bold and brave, because you create beauty from stone and metal. I noticed the Sight, but it’s not why I’m interested in you. You fit in my arms. You demand to be noticed—by the jewelers who rejected you, by the king of the creatures you ought to fear.”

      Then he gave her a wicked smile. “And because you kiss like you were born for it, and of course, there’s the fact that you offered for my hand.”

      He held up the hand where he wore his ring.

      “I didn’t!” Tam shoved at his arm. “You aren’t serious? You know I was—"

      Irial laughed, and she felt like the tension broke. Her fate was wretched, and as much as she thought Irial was powerful, she also had been watching the fey her whole life. She knew how terrifying they were when they fought, talon and tooth and rage and laughter. It was horrifying and fascinating, and she’d seen enough to know there was a significant chance she wasn’t going to avoid this fate.

      She’d fought so hard to have her freedom, to carve a place for herself in the world, and she wasn’t giving up that dream of freedom. She was, however, going to break a rule of her own. Tam had preserved her innocence to avoid marriage, to avoid the temptation of marriage and children, to avoid accidentally passing on her Sight to a child. Now, she wasn’t as concerned about avoiding a human husband—and the man she wanted wasn’t human, anyhow.

      “I want one more thing from you,” she said, voice trembling at the audacity of her plan.

      “You must realize that you’re far too bold for any other court, my lovely Thelma.” He brushed her hair back. “What is it, then? I tell you I’m willing to risk my eternal life for your affection, and you ask for one more thing. You’re a woman after my very heart, aren’t you?”

      “Perhaps,” she whispered.

      “You’re near to having it. Your art. Your courage. I was on the way to fallen already, else I wouldn’t have shown myself.”

      “And I was entranced or I wouldn’t have given you a ring,” she said, forcing herself not to back away from the intensity in his eyes—or in her own skin.

      His voice was rough when he asked, “Well, then, what else can I give you?”

      “Make love to me. Tonight.” Tam felt like her last restraint had vanished.

      The fey don’t lie. She trusted him, and Irial had revealed her destiny. She wasn’t sure she could avoid it, but she wasn’t going to a stranger’s bed like many an unwilling bride over the centuries before now. She would choose what man touched her body the first time. That, at least, she could guarantee—unless he rejected her.

      “Thelma . . .”

      “Given time, we’d end up there.” She felt bolder still, no illusions or niceties left to her. “You’re the Dark King, so I am quite certain my body would be in good hands . . . and I have tender feelings for you, and I know you care for me.”

      “I do.”

      “So, make love to me, Irial.”
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      It was a challenge, a dare she’d tossed out to him, and parts of him were ready and willing to oblige. His heart, however, wanted more. He wanted the romance, the dizzy fall into madness that they’d been hurtling toward already.

      “I’ve lived longer that I can express,” he started, pausing to kiss the skin on the back of her wrist. “Few creatures—mortal or fey—have made me feel as alive as you have in the few weeks I’ve been near you.”

      Thelma sighed as he kissed his way up her arm.  She was innocent. Untouched. And he was not ready for that to change completely—not because he treasured innocence, but because he wanted her to choose him. Right now, her mind was filled with fears.  He understood what she wanted, passion with a man she desired, but passion didn’t have to mean intercourse.

      “If you allow me, I would rather we go slowly.” Irial kissed her throat. “We’ll be here, in my home, and—”

      “No.”

      “No?” He left off kissing the delicious spot where her throat and shoulder met.

      “No,” she repeated. “I will not go to this Summer King, and if I get caught, it won’t be as a . . . maiden.” She frowned at him. “I am well aware that men think only a certain sort of woman feel longings. That, sir, is a lie.”

      “Indeed.”

      “I know my own mind, and I want to be with you intimately.” Her blush was dark, but her breathing was heavy. Even if he wasn’t the Dark King, he’d have no doubt of her desire.

      The smile he gave her was slow and wicked. “What do you know of faery bargains, my dear Thelma?”

      She laughed before saying, “They’re never wise.”

      “What if I offered you a bargain?” He lifted her hand and kissed her fingertips.

      She shivered. “I’m listening. . .”

      “If I can satisfy you without taking my trousers off, will you agree to wait on the rest?”

      Thelma swallowed. Licked her lips. Stared at him from head to hip. “What if I want to see you?”

      Irial’s body responded instantly. This mortal was meant for him. Smart, artistic, beautiful, bold. How could he resist her?

      “What if I remove my shirt?”

      She crossed her arms. “Go on.”

      “Would—”

      “No, Irial. I said go on. Remove your shirt.” Thelma folded her arms and gave him a bold look. He heard the quiver in her voice, knew this was all new to her, and he respected her all the more for demanding he comply with her wishes.  She’d taken her fear, and she was using it to fuel her audacity.

      He stood. He’d already removed his jacket and vest, so he had only his shirt and undershirt.

      Thelma looked up at him, and with her attention fixed on his shirt and his hands, he unfastened his shirt.  He slid it off, letting it fall to the floor. His arms were bared to her.

      “Continue,” she whispered.

      The Dark King felt almost vulnerable as he lifted his undershirt. Her lips parted at the skin he revealed little-by-little. He knelt on the bed, and her hands tentatively explored his naked chest.

      “You’re beautiful.”

      The shadows in the room slithered across the floor, extensions of him and his magic.  Thelma looked at them. “I have questions about that. Later.”

      He nodded.

      “Do we have a bargain, Thelma? Could I show you that there are ways to satisfy that need you’re feeling?”

      She pushed the sheets to her hips, and without another word, she pulled off the nightdress she was wearing.  If Irial had a god he prayed to, now would be the moment to offer every prayer.

      “I’ve seen coupling,” she whispered. Her hand drifted to the part of her that was still covered. “It’s from here. How could we if your trousers are on?”

      He leaned down and pinched one of her nipples gently, and then he lowered his mouth to the other.

      “Oh . . .” Thelma barely breathed the word.

      “There are other options for pleasure, my dear. Like this,” he said, pausing briefly. “May I show you?”

      Her voice was breathy as she agreed, “Yes, please.”

      “Are you agreeing to a faery bargain?” he teased.

      “Yes, please,” she repeated.

      He chuckled. “I’ll need you to release the sheet, Thelma.”

      “The sheet?”

      He removed it from her hands, and she let him. With the way he was making her feel, she might well agree to any manner of things. At least that was what he thought until he bared her whole body to his gaze. She suddenly lowered a hand to cover her womanly parts, but he caught her wrist.

      Kissing her hand, he directed it to the mattress beside her hip. “Trust me.”

      Then he parted her legs and lowered his mouth to her most sensitive of places, and Thelma arched her hips up with a squeal of surprise. Within moments, her flutter of objection was forgotten, and Irial lost himself in the taste and sound of the woman he wished he could keep in his life for much, much longer than fate would allow.
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      Tam stared at the faery who was gazing up at her. He rested his head on one hand and watched her as if she was miraculous. She felt closer to him than she’d thought possible to feel about anyone, but there was something so debauched about it that she could hardly believe this was her life.

      “Well, Thelma, may I keep my trousers tonight?”

      She giggled. She wasn’t the sort of woman to sound so frivolous, but she did.  “I had no idea I could feel so . . .”

      “Satisfied?”

      “Relaxed.” She stroked his hair. “I ought to be panicking, Irial. I ought to be fleeing the city.”

      “I’m afraid it’s not that easy to run.” He moved up the bed and stretched out beside her, pulling her closer so Tam was pillowing her head on his shoulder. “But tonight, we shall rest. The wolves aren’t at the door yet.”

      “I guess my plan not to end up your mistress wasn’t meant to be,” she said quietly.

      He stilled. The hand that was stroking her back paused. “Do you regret that very much?”

      “Not truly. I think this was inevitable.” She lifted her head to look at him. “I’ve known about your kind my entire life. I’ve seen many faeries, powerful and strange, wicked and lovely. . . but you are the first I’ve given a gift to. I broke the rules to give you a token of my interest. I think I’d already decided to know you, but maybe not like this, so fast.”

      He held his ringed hand out. “You are not the first Sighted mortal I’ve met, or the first artist, or the first beautiful woman. I could love you, Thelma, and I fear that I already might, but that was not my plan. I’d already decided to know you, but not with this affection that’s come over me.  You are, quite simply, the first I’ve found so intriguing that I considered starting a war.”

      She sat up and looked at him. “A war?”

      “Love, you don’t think that hiding the one person in the world who might free the Summer King is grounds for a war?” Irial pulled her back into his arms.

      “I should go.”

      “You absolutely should not,” Irial frowned and his arm around her tightened slightly. “I intend to hold you as I’ve wanted to do for months. You’re safe here tonight.”

      And Tam couldn’t argue about it. She felt safe in his arms, safer than she had in most of her life. She nestled closer, and whispered, “I fear I might love you, too.”
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        * * *

      

      He obviously hadn’t meant to admit that war detail to her, and a part of her felt foolish for not seeing it.  What made one of the Dark Court—no, not one of them, all of them— protect her. She fell to sleep relaxed by his presence, but nightmares plagued her. Vague fears of danger clustered together, so she was only sure that she was running.

      “Thelma?” His voice echoed in her mind. “Love, you need to wake.”

      She woke to her personal guardian devil kissing her temples.

      “You were having a bad dream,” he told her.

      Tam blinked her eyes repeated, trying to ground herself in the now, in the ridiculously posh room where she had been sleeping in the arms of a faery. Half-asleep, she asked, “Are you irresistible? I want to kiss you again.”

      He chuckled. “Not like you’re thinking.”

      “I’ve seen the ones at the river. Men that kiss them die of wanting,” she said, clearing her brain of sleep a little more.

      “No, but I was like that before I was a king.”

      “So . . . I want to kiss you again because . . .” She pulled him to her, covered his lips with hers and kissed him.

      When he pulled back, he said, “Because you know you can.”

      “Most women know we can. It’s not that.” Her hands traced the muscular lines of his back and paused at his waist. He still wore his trousers.  Instead of asking questions, she traced the contours of his backside, his hips, and then she had an idea. “Do men like to be kissed there, too?”

      “Yes.” His voice was tight. “And touched.”

      “The way you touched me?”

      “A bit rougher, but—”

      “Show me.” Tam knew her face was bright red, and the dawn light in the room did little to hide her blush or her nakedness.

      Irial was silent as he removed his remaining clothes. Naked but for the ring she’d made him, he was no less powerful. She studied him, and he watched her. She’d seen animals mate before, but a few years of farm life wasn’t the same as being confronted by a naked man.

      “Are you different than humans?” Her cheeks felt hot, and she knew her blush darkened.

      “No.”

      Her hands explored where her gaze had been, and Irial’s eyes seemed to glimmer with flickers of black fire. The shadowy shape of wings was growing solid, stretched out on either side of the bed. They grew more and more present as she kissed his chest and shoulders and stomach.

      “Thelma . . .” He tried to pull her to him, and she resisted.

      “I want to know your body, Irial. Not discover this all with some faery I’ve never met. I want to learn you, know you, touch you. I want to feel this with someone I could love if I had the time.” Tam stared at Irial face as she nervously reached out and caressed a part of him she never expected to see.  “Please?”

      “You destroy me.”

      Tam paused in sudden fear, but then she saw how he watched her. Some knowledge older than even the faeries who had infiltrated her life answered her questions before she spoke, but she still asked, “In a good way?”

      “The best way.” His hand covered hers as he taught her his body.

      By the time she was ready to try something else, she already understood the way he groaned and swore in a language she hadn’t heard any but the fey speak.

      Her plan had been to touch him with her mouth as he had done with her, but plans change, and her newly awakened body wanted to reach the pinnacle she’d found the night before.

      Tam kneeled over the beautiful faery. His hands gripped her hips, stopping her mid-descent.

      “Please?”

      After a moment, Irial kissed her fiercely, and when he paused in his kiss, he said, “Destroy me, Thelma.”

      The Dark King himself had offered her control of their lovemaking. It was a powerful feeling, and she wasn’t going to waste a moment. With his direction, she lowered herself so that he was inside her. There was a brief spear of pain, which she’d expected, but more worrying was Irial. He was so impossibly motionless that she looked at him in fear that she’d done something wrong.

      His hands tightened on her hips, and his dark feathered wings were fully visible. The look on his face was that of a man in rapture, and a thrill of power filled Tam. She’d done that. She’d made the most powerful creature she’d ever seen look completely besotted.

      He’d once gazed at the ring she’d given him that way. He’d gazed at her that way a few times before they’d met—and since. It was somehow better now, though.

      “You are a revelation, Thelma.” He reached up and tugged her down to kiss him, shifted them where they were connected in decidedly good ways.

      Then he kissed her as tenderly as any man has ever kissed his beloved, and they made love without speaking.

      He kissed her and touched her with soft caresses.

      Unlike her expectations, he moved so slowly that Tam wasn’t sure she could breathe. She’d feared she’d hate the act, thought it left a woman powerless, but it wasn’t like that. Not with him.

      He held her gaze, and she saw his shadowed dark wings curl around them both.

      She stared down at him.

      Irial looked just as shaken as she felt, and afterwards, he pulled her into his arms and whispered, “I will do whatever I can to protect you.”

      “I know.”

      “I am the one who might wither and die without you, Thelma. You have left me craving you.”

      Before she could say a word, Irial had rolled her under him, and proceeded to spend the next several days teaching her all she wanted to know about lovemaking.
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      There were tasks aplenty to keep Niall’s mind full, but he kept thinking about the woman he’d seen in Irial’s house.  She didn’t seem unwilling, but few mortals did when Irial was in sight.  He might not be a gancanagh—or have Niall there to leave them addicted—but Irial was still the embodiment of temptation.  Few people, fey or mortal, had refused his attentions.

      Still, it was peculiar for the Dark King to linger with a mortal. Once, when Niall was young, that was not true, but in the centuries since then, Irial had focused any linger attentions on faeries. Why this one? Why now?

      Jenny had spoken of a mortal, and the more Niall heard from faeries in the city, the more he was confused. Who was she? The Dark King wasn’t known for consorting with mortals. He’d stopped that when Niall left the Dark Court.

      Keenan pursued mortals. In fact, that was why he was headed to New Orleans, why Beira would be here. Irial usually mocked Keenan for it—if he was even in the same city. The Dark Court didn’t linger where Summer was as often as it once had. Once they’d met and reveled. The last king had been a friend to Irial; it was how Niall met the Summer King.  He’d been with Irial.

      The memories of that time were harder to shove away when Niall had recently seen Irial, especially when the Dark King made a point to bring up the past.

      Angrily, Niall paced the house he’d found for the Summer Court. Outside was a small garden space. A courtyard with a flowing fountain. Flowers in desperate need of attention. And in that garden were the Summer Girls—former mortals who had been bound to the King of Summer. They tended the plants as if they were no different from the bees and butterflies that were gathering in the courtyard.  And Niall watched them, a substitute gardener who would appease them until their king arrived.

      He was just about to ask one of the guards to find music for them when he felt a wave of frozen air.  Too strong to be anything but danger, too fierce to be only Rika.

      “Stay out here,” he ordered. He fled the garden, rushing into the house in hopes of intercepting the threat.  Beira, the Winter Queen, was near. She could kill every faery in the garden with a gesture, and that remained a fear that Niall could not ever escape.

      “Welcome to our home,” he said, sounding both diplomatic and calm as he faced the Winter Girl.

      “Niall.” The look in Rika’s eyes was apology enough, but like the rest of them, she was trapped.  The girls outside were safer because they’d sided with Beira, refusing the test to see if they were the missing queen. Rika, burdened with ice in her veins, was not so lucky. She—like Niall and Tavish, the advisors to the court—would feel Beira’s rage.

      “I have brought the queen to speak with you,” Rika said, not sounding nearly as calm as he had, but she’d been human until recently. Her terror of the Winter Queen was still fresh.

      Rika stepped to the side, and there behind her was the reason the curse existed.

      Beira, the Winter Queen herself, strode into the house. Ice trailed behind her in a swath of crystals. She was clad in a modest burgundy dress, tasteful hat, and wore a single strand of pearls that looked as if they were carved from a glacier.

      A not insignificant part of Niall wished her dead on the spot. She’d murdered Miach, the last Summer King, in a fit of rage. Miach, father to her son. Miach, who rescued Niall. Miach, who had somehow loved Beira.

      “Niall! What a lovely surprise.” Her voice carried the howl of blizzards, and the sincerity of a predator eying a meal.

      “You’re in the house I’ve rented, Beira, a house you entered seeking the Summer Court.” Niall kept his voice level, hiding the fear inside him.

      The Winter Queen was as likely to kill him as kiss him. She pretended she was mercurial, but mostly she was a sadistic monster.

      Beira pouted, rose-red lips pressed into a moue. “I had expected my son to greet me.”

      “Keenan is not yet here.”

      “But he thinks she is,” Beira said, exhaling frigid air into the room unnecessarily. “Another dream? A vision? One we will stop from coming to fruition.”

      She glanced at Rika, who nodded. “I know what I’m to do. Bound by the terms of the curse.” Rika met Niall’s gaze. “I’ll stop him from convincing her to take the test, or she’ll be just like me.”

      “But you’d be free,” Niall reminded her.

      A knife made of ice lodged itself in Niall’s thigh. He hadn’t even seen it form, and it was already piercing his skin. Not the artery, but still deep and jagged. Blood flowed down his leg.

      “I don’t believe it was your place to speak,” Beira said, flinging another knife at him.

      He dodged the second projectile, but not the third one.

      Vipers weren’t as vicious as the Summer King’s loving mother, and if not for the rules regarding the murder of regents—and his inability to do so—he might let the simmering pool of hate boil over. Unfortunately, striking her would result in his own death. Niall was powerless.

      They all were unless Keenan found his queen. Sometimes, it was the hope, that dream of shedding Beira’s frigid blood that compelled him more than anything else.

      “I will tell him you stopped in,” Niall said, voice no longer calm. “I’m sure he won’t be disappointed to miss your greeting.”

      “I could kill you,” Beira gestured, creating a throne of carved ice in the room. She settled into the ostentatious thing, curls of ice that looked like screaming faces arched over her shoulders.

      “You could.”

      “But where’s the fun in that?” Beira asked.

      And that, Niall suspected was the saving grace with Beira. Unlike some faeries, she wasn’t seeking death. She was content with demonstrations of her power—and the surety that she was safe. The oldest fey, Sorcha and Bananach, could strike any regent. They were in Faerie, though. Other regents could strike out at her, but that was only Irial, Keenan--or the missing currently-mortal, Summer Queen. It was a very short list, and Niall wasn’t on it.

      So yet again, Beira watched as he bled, and Niall was powerless. Unless Keenan found his queen, or Irial grew a conscience, Beira was untouchable. So, Niall was left facing her and hoping she didn’t accidentally kill him.

      “Do you think she’s here?” Beira asked, sounding genuinely curious.

      He shrugged. “Does it matter?”

      “To my son? Yes.” The Winter Queen’s perfect red lips curved in what he’d once thought was a beautiful smile. Now, it filled him with dread.

      “Then it matters to me,” Niall said, and in that moment, it was truer than he could express. It mattered because if Keenan was unbound, Niall would do his best to convince him to commit matricide.

      “Don’t you grow weary of this curse? I am. I trail all over the word, pursuing him, toying with his mortal lovers. Perhaps, Niall, the solution is just that my son should die.”

      “And what of the curse?”

      “Perhaps balance would be restored, a new king would rise. Would you rule well if you took the throne?” The Winter Queen waved a hand, causing snow to fall from the ceiling of the house. “Answer me.”

      “I am the servant to the Summer King, and I believe that the mortal he seeks will be found.” Niall swallowed hard, but said nothing as she stood and walked toward him. He’d faced the worst of the Dark Court. He didn’t back down. Not then. Not now.

      But then the Winter Queen parted her lips and exhaled so frost and ice formed on his skin, clattering when frozen shards of his clothing ripped and fell to the ground from the weight of the icicles on him.

      “I wanted to tell my son in person that I am here. Perhaps this will suffice as a message.” She breathed the words against his cheek.  Then she glanced behind her. “Come, Rika.”

      And that was the last he knew as he fell to the floor trembling from the winter storm Beira had aimed at him.
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      Irial was resting, drowsing yet another night away with a beautiful woman naked in his arms.  They’d had several days of love-making, interspliced with periods of jewelry making for Thelma as he tended business.  His fey had retrieved her jewelry making supplies, as well as a plethora of stones and metals. Her joy over it had resulted in another wondrous night of nakedness.

      The woman might be ignoring his offer of a jewelry store, but she accepted the unmade stones. By the time she realized that the store and several others were legally hers, Irial hoped she’d be besotted enough to forgive him for buying her what she declared “unnecessarily lavish gifts.” He was well and truly in love, so what limits were there to be on what he could offer?

      Tonight, however, he was resting as she slept beside him. It wasn’t the sort of wickedness that was typically associated with the embodiment of nightmares, but today it was exactly the way he wanted his life to be.

      “Iri!”

      The thundering at the door felt like an assault on his mood, and though he was not an unfair king, he was reconsidering his tolerance in that moment. Kings ought to be entitled to peace, and a few hours of naked joy surely fit in that category. Admittedly, his court was used to summoning him while he was mid-act, and Irial had always prided himself on being able to multitask now and again.

      Somehow, he was certain fair Thelma would not approve of his handling business while she was astride him.

      He walked to the bedroom door, naked and surly. “What crisis cannot wait?”

      The Hound, one of Gabriel’s Hunt, stood there as if expecting a blow. He was wide-stanced in the hallway, braced for a fist to his massive jaw. He must be new, and undoubtedly Gabe had filled him with stories of the dreaded Dark King.

      Irial rolled his eyes. He was more inclined to fuck than fight most of the time. “What is the urgency?”

      “Summer King. Here.”

      That, of course, was a matter that merited interruption.  There was no official reason for Keenan to be at Irial’s door.

      “Says it’s urgent,” the Hound added.

      Irial scoffed and started to turn away. He’d see the whelp, but he’d take his time. He was, after all, naked and smelling of sex.

      “Said to tell you it’s about Niall.”

      At that, Irial paused. He’d grab trousers, but that was enough.

      For Keenan to darken his door with Niall’s well-being as reason was enough to make Irial worry.  He sent tendrils of inquiry to all of his court. “Niall?”

      He waited for replies as he dressed. Nothing of significance came. Jenny had seen Niall, but Irial knew that. She’d given him Irial’s address.

      A few others had seen him at the clubs. One of the young Hounds had seen him in a fight at the dock.  It was standard. Niall coping with his massive stores of guilt and finding excuses to exorcise his darker impulses under the guise of “good” reasons—and adding guilt for enjoying it.

      “Irial?” Thelma asked from the bed. “Are you leaving?”

      “Duty calls, love.” He paused and kissed her softly. “I’ll be back before you wake, I hope. The others will look after you. Stay in the house while I tend to business?”

      “I . . . feel like I ought to argue.”

      He smiled. “But today, can we avoid that? At the least will you stay in my bed until dawn?”

      She smiled back. “I’ll be here.”

      “Hopefully still in my bed.” He was teasing, but he was also trying to elicit a promise that would keep her safe from the threat that had come into his house.

      Keenan was here. He didn’t want to alarm her, but Thelma’s humanity, her choice of a future, would vanish if Keenan’s gaze fell on her. That was it. The end of all options.

      Irial brushed her hair away from her face. “If you need anything, there will be a servant outside the door.”

      Thelma laughed. “A servant while I sleep? What life is this that you live?”

      He was grateful she laughed, more so that she didn’t realize that the servant was also a guard. There was no need to tell her that the threat she most feared was downstairs in the same building. He’d protect her.

      Irial opened the door, and he heard her breathing even out into sleep again. Once he was in the hall, he told the Hound, “She stays in this room until Keenan leaves. In the house until I return.”

      The Hound nodded.

      And Irial was descending the stairs to meet the Summer King, the cursed king who would steal Thelma if he found her, as one of the thistle-fey sent an answer back over their tendril connection: “Beira is here already. Arrived. Saw Niall.”

      Niall was alive. Irial was sure of that much, but the combination of Beira’s presence and Keenan’s late-night visit told him that Niall was injured. He donned a glamour to hide the fact that he was topless, pulling his very present feathered wings around him like a cloak, and grabbed a hat from the stand in the foyer.

      He slid open the pocket doors and found the Summer King standing in the dim room. Pulses of light from his body betrayed his worry.

      “Let us go then, kingling.”

      “You know?” Keenan’s usual temper was absent. They didn’t like one another, probably never would. They shared exactly one thing: affection for Niall.

      “You’re not being a jackass, so I assume Niall is more than slightly injured.” Irial tossed the words over his shoulder as he headed to the door. “Take me to him.”

      “Your vow you won’t tell him,” Keenan said, sounding imperious in a way that offset his relative weakness. He might not be as strong as other regents, but he was a king.

      “Do I ever?” Irial sighed and jerked open the door.

      Gabriel waited there, and the look in his eyes held all the censure and understanding that Irial would tolerate from no one else.

      “Keep my guest safe.” Irial’s command spiraled into ink on the Hound’s forearms. “Do not leave the house or allow anyone in.”

      Gabe nodded, eyes darkened with the hope of a fight. They weren’t expecting guests, but Beira had already arrived and apparently attacked Niall. No one could predict her violence, like Winter itself, she was often deadly and violent.

      And then Irial walked into the darkened city streets with the regent who held Niall’s loyalty.
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      Finding Niall unconscious was not an experience that did much for Irial’s mood. He disliked Beira for a great number of things, but his loyalty to his court often outweighed personal feelings. It had to.  His life’s purpose was to guide and protect the Dark Court, and his very emotions nourished them.  Hating Beira was useful to his court. Feeling rage, envy, guilt—all feelings that swirled like a decadent dessert—would nourish his fey.  Siphoning those same feelings from Keenan was the equivalent of a multi-course meal.

      Loving anyone was not of use to the darkness.

      But love he did. He’d lost Niall’s affection centuries ago, and he swore to himself that he would not sacrifice Thelma as he’d done with Niall. Although Niall had joined the Summer Court when Keenan’s father was still alive, the rage that defection brought was why Irial cursed the young Summer King over eight centuries ago. If they’d not taken Niall in, would he have come home?

      Irial wouldn’t let them have Thelma, too.

      “I removed the ice.” Keenan gestured to Niall.

      The faery’s body was motionless. Not dead. Thankfully not that. He looked as though he was carved of wax, or some exotic stone. Too beautiful to be real, and as still as a statue.

      Irial traced a finger over the scar that improved upon Niall’s already near-perfect face. “You’ll leave me alone with him.”

      “He hates you,” Keenan objected.

      “And yet, I love him.” Irial glanced at the Summer King. “You may not understand me, kingling, but that detail is and always will be unchanged.”

      “He’ll never forgive you,” Keenan swore.

      Irial consider punching the young king, but that wasn’t going to help this moment. “You sought me out. Let me heal him.”

      This secret, this habit of theirs, created odd guilt-inducing fear that rolled off Keenan in waves. Niall had been struck time and again over the centuries after he’d left Irial. He was Beira’s perfect victim: worrying both Keenan and Irial.  And so, Keenan had periodically been forced to bow his head at Irial’s door. The first time, he was terrified, afraid that Irial would refuse.  Now, he was a delicious twist of rage and guilt.

      “The terms remain.” Irial held Keenan’s gaze.

      Keenan scowled. “Fine. Your secret is safe.”

      “And?”

      “You’re a fucking—”

      “And?” Irial repeated.

      “And one day, when he is vulnerable, I’ll let him fall.” Keenan practically spat the words. It wasn’t strictly necessary to hear them, but Irial drank in the rage that rolled off the other king.

      Centuries ago Sorcha, the High Queen, had used her far-seeing and told Irial that a time would come when Niall loved again. A mortal, even. She swore it would deliver Niall back to the Darkness—and that promise meant Niall would find peace someday.

      But, first, he had to survive yet another attack.

      Irial waited until Keenan was gone, the click of the door closing telling Irial that he was alone with his first love, the one he’d betrayed and broken.  Niall would never know how often Irial had come to what would otherwise be his deathbed. That term was Keenan’s one condition: he’d sworn he’d let Niall die before he’d allow Irial to “gloat” over saving him.

      So, Irial had only these precious stolen moments when the Winter Court wounded Niall. It was a hateful thing. The only way to touch Niall was when he was dying, and the only way to save him was to touch him when Irial and Keenan—who had proposed this hellish plan—knew that Niall would choose death before agreeing to allow Irial any such liberty.

      And often Irial waited in whichever town Winter and Summer gathered.

      For this.

      For the thing he feared Niall would refuse if he knew.

      For the thing he hoped Niall would accept one day.

      One moment.

      “My very own Sleeping Beauty.” Irial leaned down and pressed his lips to Niall’s, sending shadows along his very breath, healing him as sunlight couldn’t.

      Because as much as Niall thought he was a part of the Summer Court, he had long ago been declared heir to the Dark. Unless Irial rescinded that, Niall would always remain tied to him.

      And Irial, for all of his many flaws, did not love in half-measures.  He kissed the sleeping faery, sending health into his body.

      Niall’s hand lifted, grasping Irial’s bare shoulder and holding him.

      But as soon as Irial felt Niall start to return the kiss, he fled. Irial might not be willing to sacrifice Niall’s life as Keenan was, but he wasn’t going to let Niall realize who saved him.

      Not now.

      Not ever.

      Because the secret, for him, was that it wasn’t truly about the delicious treat of Keenan’s guilt and rage. Irial had agreed to Keenan’s demand of secrecy to protect Niall. If he knew that he was beholden to Irial, it would gnaw at him, and he’d refuse future aid.

      And then, the Summer King would let Niall die.

      Being the Dark King meant carrying secrets, making bargains, and on one horrible day, creating a curse that centuries later was the reason Thelma was in peril.

      As Irial left Niall’s room, Keenan looked up. No one else was in the main room. No witnesses to their middle-of-the-night deceit.

      And then, Irial was once again in the streets of New Orleans, wishing he’d paused before leaving his house. The brief touch of Niall’s hand on Irial’s bare flesh was too much to face. Memories swarmed, and Irial’s usual solution when he was agitated seemed wrong.

      Instead, he returned home and slid into Thelma’s bed. She woke long enough to smile as he pulled her into his embrace, but by the time Irial’s tears fell, she was asleep.

      “I’ll do better,” he promised her. He was lousy at love, but he could protect her, give her happiness and peace as he’d failed to do with Niall. “I’ll take you where you’re safe.”

      That was the answer: Sorcha.

      Irial held Thelma tighter, and eventually fell asleep with the seed of a plan in his mind and a lightened weight on his heart. He would hide Thelma where the Summer King would never find her, and he could keep her safe.

      Visit her.

      Love her.

      Save her from the very curse he’d once created.
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      Irial held her tightly, and as much as she thought that he was remarkable, and that this moment in a grand house with a faery king she’d had relations with several times was remarkable, Tam needed a minute to think clearly. She unwrapped his arm from around her and slipped out of bed.

      Her dress was nowhere to be found. A quick glance around the room revealed a new dress, elegant enough to put the finest ladies to shame. Deep blue silk with black lace. It likely cost more than she’d earn in a year, but it was either this dress or wrap herself in Irial’s silk bed linens.

      Tam pulled on her undergarments. Then she gathered the luxurious dress in her arms and opened the door to an adjoining room. His room from the look of it. There was a heavy masculine feel. Carved wood, brocade divan, black marble wash basin. A woman—a faery—waited there, half-asleep in a chair. She wasn’t one Tam had ever seen; feathers in lieu of hair tumbled down her back and she had raven-eyes.

      “Your lordship?” the faery asked, rubbing her face.

      “No,” Tam whispered. “He’s still sleeping.”

      The woman smiled, secretive and wicked. “Well, he was out late, and then returned to a lovely lady waiting in his bed.”

      Tam couldn’t protest the implications, nor did she feel like she should. Irial had made love to her, and she felt no shame in it. “Could you help me get fastened?”

      “Of course, m’lady.”

      The faery watched her pull the dress on and smiled. Then, the beautiful but unnerving faery tilted her head, seeming more avian than anything. “His lordship is likely to take the dress away rather than fasten it, isn’t he?”

      Tam blushed. “I wouldn’t be objecting.”

      “Nor should you. Irial’s the finest lover any mortal could wish to have.” The faery’s pride was an almost palpable thing.

      “What do I call you?” Tam asked awkwardly.

      “I’ve worn many names, but for you, Bananach will do,” she said, sounding more regal than even Irial. If not for knowing that there was no Dark Queen, Tam might worry that she’d met Irial’s bride.

      “You’re beautiful,” Tam said.

      Bananach laughed, her voice sounding like a raven’s cry. “As are you, mortal.”

      “Thelma or Tam.”

      “You would give me your name to use?”

      At that, Tam tensed. “I am in Irial’s house and you are in his room. Are you not someone he trusts?”

      Bananach brushed her feather-hair back. “The king trusts no one, Thelma. This is the Dark Court, not the land of mortal fairy tales.”

      “Fair,” Thelma said, noticing that whatever role this faery had, she was obviously allied with the Dark Court. Even outside Irial’s house, Tam would notice that truth. Bananach was a study in shadows, raven-eyes and dark feathers instead of hair. Even her hands were tipped with what looked like a raven’s talons.

      The raven-feathered head of her true image vied with her glamour of sleek black hair, but Tam saw both, superimposed together.

      “You study me.” Bananach stepped behind Tam and started to fasten the long line of buttons that stretched from Tam’s low back to neck.

      “You are interested in something from me,” Tam said.

      “Warning you.” Bananach’s voice was whisper-soft as if she was sharing secrets. “I’ll bet his stamina was remarkable even after seeing Keenan last night. Rage does fuel the king.”

      “Keenan?” Tam looked back over her shoulder, hoping she’d misheard but knowing now what Bananach was trying to say.

      “He’s the Summer King. Keenan is.” The faery smiled, but it looked ominous now. “He came here last night.”

      “To the house?”

      “Indeed, he did. He only arrived in this city yesterday, and here he was.” Bananach made a soft growling noise, clarifying her feelings on the newly-arrived king.

      “And spoke to your king?” Tam prompted, turning her face away to hide the fears that were blossoming in her heart.

      “They left together in the dark. Secrets, mortal. This is the way of the Dark Court. Midnight whispers, dark alley deals, curses and promises. It’s all part of being the king.” Bananach finished the last button on the back of Tam’s dress, leaned close so her voice was barely a whisper in Tam’s ear. “If I knew what you know, I’d run.”

      Tam’s panic blossomed. Of course, she was wrong to trust a faery. A man.  Why would he risk it all for her? She was a jeweler without a career, a woman with ideals of freedom, an innocent who didn’t need to be seduced because she offered herself up. That, at least, she didn’t regret.

      Maybe she should. Her mother warned her that a child would come one day, that her arrogance will be her downfall. At least that wasn’t a thing she had to worry over.  Surely, a faery and a human couldn’t create a babe together? And it was one night. Several occasions, but one night.

      And it would have to be the last.

      If the first night she was there, Irial left to meet the faery who was after her, how could she trust him? She had done as so many other women had done: trusted a pretty face and a honeyed lie.

      “Was the Summer King here several days ago?” Tam asked, wondering if she’d already encountered him.

      The feather-haired faery shook her head. “No, m’lady, that was Niall. He’s the advisor to the Summer King.” She traced her face with one finger, sliding it from the side of her eye to her mouth. “Has a large scar just here.”

      Tam thought about seeing Niall, how frightened she was, how she ran to Irial. Had that been a mistake? Had she run into the devil’s arms? Ensnared herself?

      “Niall was the one visited?” Tam had to be sure.

      “When you were with his lordship the first night.” Bananach nodded. “They have a history, you know, so his majesty made a show of kissing you. Spark a bit of rage and jealousy, don’t you know? It’s like adding a bit of spice when you cook.”

      Tam shrugged. Although she knew some people looked askance at men loving men, Tam thought that was as foolish as those that thought woman ought not be educated or that race meant a thing when it came to intellect. Irial’s skin was darker than hers, but that made him no more or less than her. Alexandre Dumas was a Black man, and his work was wondrous.  Maybe it was that she had the Sight, so she’d witnessed a great many things that most folk didn’t—or maybe it was that she was a woman in search of equality. Or maybe it was living in a city where the Black citizens had uncommon rights for this nation.

      Bananach watched her, as if expecting a reaction that didn’t come.

      “So, he has feelings for Niall, and then that faery went away a few days ago and the other one, Keenan, came.”  Tam half-asked, half-stated. “Do I understand?”

      “Yes, miss. Then the king left with the other king.” Bananach opened the windows to a balcony that overlooked the city. This, too, was a sort of privilege that Tam hadn’t had for herself.

      It must be nice to be a king.

      Somehow, though, she didn’t think she wanted to be a queen. Not the Summer Queen, and not Irial’s either. Tam wanted the freedom to create art, and though she had tender feelings for Irial, he was what he was.

      “I shouldn’t be here.”

      Bananach motioned to the city. “You could run. They are all abed, and you have time to try to flee.”

      “Why are you telling me all of this?” Tam asked.

      “We don’t lie,” Bananach said, snapping her teeth like she’d bitten the word. “What matter why I spill their secrets? My word, Thelma, I’ve told you naught but true words.”

      “Do you know who I am?” Tam asked, wondering if that was the reason the faery was helping her. “Are you loyal to someone else?”

      “I’m loyal to myself.”  She held out a purse of money toward Tam. “I answer to no man.”

      “Including Irial.”

      Bananach smiled. “I am within his court, but I do not answer to him.”

      Briefly, Tam weighed the things the faery had revealed. Perhaps she saw Tam as a threat, an interloper who ought not be in the king’s bed. Perhaps she had sights on the consort of the court—or thought the faery called Niall should be Irial’s consort. No matter her reasons, faeries do not lie. The faery with whom Tam had been naked for several days had left the bed to speak with the faery who pursued her.

      She needed to run.

      “Let me help you escape,” the faery offered.

      Tam nodded.

      “You need to leave now, or you stand no chance,” Bananach said.

      By the time Tam was on the street, she had to wonder what she’d do. The money would buy passage, but to where? Could she live as a shut-in? Enter a cloistered convent? Make a false vow? Or should she try to hide?

      She was about to flag a hansom cab, but before she could do so, a growler pulled to a stop. The four-wheeled carriage offered more privacy, and Tam glanced back at the house where Bananach nodded her head once.

      “I’m to take you to the dock or wherever else in the city you’re wanting,” the rumpled man said. “Been paid already, miss.”

      Bananach had been true to her word.

      The driver was a human, so Tam accepted a hand into the carriage and leaned back so she was mostly obscured from view. If the Summer King was in the street, he would not glimpse her.

      And when Irial woke, perhaps he wouldn’t be able to find her either. She hated leaving her jewelry tools and books behind, but she’d hate being trapped in a loveless marriage to a faery king even more.

      “The docks,” she ordered, voice barely quivering.

      Freedom was worth any cost. Of that, she was certain.
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      When Tam reached the docks, she saw the faeries gathered there. A trio of enormous shaggy black goats chased several faeries into the water. Astride the goats were three wrinkled faery women. Though they were withered, looking like the mere husks of women, they had the sort of muscles that spoke of ferocity. They cackled as they herded faeries into the water as if it was a game.

      Watching the hags was a faery woman that defied the human limits of beauty.  Her lips were red as fresh blood, and with the Sight, Tam saw that the lipstick she wore might very well be blood.  Eyes of fathomless black turned to watch Tam approach, and Tam noticed that the sharp edges of her cheeks and jaw glinted like they were dusted in freshly fallen snow. If winter took the shape of an evil empress, this was what she’d look like.

      “That’s her, the woman the Dark King was waltzing with,” Rika, the faery woman Tam had met while she was with Irial, said.

      Only Rika and the embodiment of winter were visible to mortal eyes, so Tam made sure to only look at them.

      “I assume you know what I am if you were with Irial?”

      “Faery.” Tam nodded at Rika and then at the Winter Queen. “Ma’am. You’re both faeries.”

      “And here I am with the Dark King’s mortal. How quaint.” The woman gestured at a pair of chairs carved of ice that had appeared at the dock. “I am Beira. Queen of Winter. We will speak.”

      As soon as Tam touched one of the chairs, she realized that not one mortal could see them now. A thin icy wall rose from the ground into the air, and Tam was effectively trapped inside an icy box with the Winter Queen and Rika, who didn’t look quite as cold as Tam felt, but still looked ill at ease.

      “Why is the Dark King wooing you?” Beira asked, tapping her chin with one finger.  “Does he know something about you?”

      One of the hags tossed a faery at the ice wall behind her and Tam flinched.

      “You’re Sighted.” Beira’s laughter sounded like a blizzard, and the air inside the icy room grew colder still. She leaned forward. “But they all think you’re the missing Summer Queen.”

      “The what . . . your majesty?” Tam widened her eyes to feign innocence. “I see creatures no one else does, and the other one . . . Irial . . . noticed.”

      “And?”

      Tam thought about the women she knew, cunning ones who traded on wares she hadn’t so far in her life. Trying to sound like them, she added, “I made a choice. He’s wealthy. Handsome. Unlike a lot of men, it’s no hardship to offer him my body.”

      The Winter Queen studied her, as if she’d find truth written on Tam’s face.

      A lifetime of hiding her Sight from the fey had taught Tam not to flinch. She stared at Beira calmly, forcing herself to breathe through the fear. The stories of what happened to Sighted mortals had led to hours of practicing calm breathing and measured movements; Tam was good at feigning innocence.

      “I would have stayed with him,” Tam added, deciding that there was more to gain in truth than secrecy now. “One of your kind, a faery called Bananach, told me that he’d met with another faery king. She implied that I was in peril and helped me flee.”

      The Winter Queen paused, and it was as if the world itself had decided to hold its breath. “Bananach?”

      “She had raven feathers—”

      “Yes, that’s her.” Beira frowned. The Winter Queen stared through the icy cage. “Bananach loosed you in hopes that my son would see you, that he and Irial would fight, that I would be drawn into a quarrel.”

      “I just want to leave here,” Tam admitted. “I never wanted to get caught in this conflict between your courts.”

      “No fly ever does,” Beira murmured. “If I kill you and you are her, the curse could have consequences for me. Either way, Irial will be irate if Rika is correct and he has affections toward you.”

      “He says he does,” Tam admitted.

      “We cannot lie, mortal.” Beira stared into the distance, obviously thinking over options. “Irial is quite absurd when he has feelings.”

      The tone in her voice was one that was fit for discussion of the vilest of things, and the tightened lips and narrowed eyes were no better.

      Beira sighed, draping Tam in snow, before adding, “But if my son sees you, you’ll still have to play out his little theatre—refuse him, accept him. Either way, Irial will lose you.” She met Tam’s eyes finally. “You vex me, mortal.”

      “I don’t want to be a pawn.” Tam tilted her head, staring at the faery who currently held Tam’s fate.  First Irial. Now her. And, of course, there was the Summer King somewhere nearby, scouring the city. At least Beira wouldn’t turn her over to him.

      “What shall I do with you?” Beira asked, her tone making clear that it was a rhetorical question. “Do I let my son choose you, knowing you’re just a Sighted mortal? Or do I stop him, just in case you’re more?”

      Tam stared at the woman, feeling as helpless as she’d feared when she’d fled from Niall.

      “I’m leaving here,” she swore. “I don’t want to be your son’s pawn either.”

      When the Winter Queen smiled, it was the sort of look that made Tam hope that her blood wouldn’t be the next to spill.

      “Come with me,” Beira said.

      And Tam had no choice. Up until now, she’d felt like she had, but as Beira stood, the icy cage had vanished. The three women on goats, Rika with her massive wolf, and a collection of other creatures surrounded Tam and Beira.

      As one they escorted her to the edge of a cemetery.

      Beira waved her hand in the air, and a shimmering doorway appeared. “I am not welcome there, but tell the High Queen who you are.”

      The High Queen?

      “Tell her that Bananach spoke to you, that I did, that you were in the Dark King’s boudoir, and that my son seeks you.” Beira made a shooing gesture, and Tam stumbled backward as if she was tumbling off the dock.

      Before she touched the water, she fell through the shimmering doorway into a vast moment of emptiness.
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      “Where is she?” Irial’s voice rang like a storm that stretched across time and space to strike his every follower. Dark faeries across the whole of New Orleans and beyond winced at the degree of sheer rage in their king’s voice.

      In his Garden Street house, he was a terrifying sight to behold.  Glasses, bottles, and objets d’art shattered.  Walls bent and melted, and an entire set of stairs was lost in a storm of darkness.

      “Thelma.” Irial roared her name as if there was any doubt. Vibrations of wrath raced along the tendrils radiating from him, careening along shadowed lines to every faery who had declared fealty to the Dark Court.

      “Gabriel! I have need of a hunting party.”

      He lifted a divan and tossed it through a window. In a moment, the whole of the Hunt came through that shattered window, fierce in ways that would make any but the one who summoned them quake.

      The steeds were in various forms. Beasts and horses alike, green gusts of exhalations lighting the room the will o’ the wisp. A few of the steeds looked more mythical that others. One seemed to think it was a dragon, a chimera grinned from all three heads, while another steed stretched as if it was a great lindwurm. One very odd beast resembled the twisted offspring of a kelpie and lion.

      “Our quarry?” Gabriel asked.

      “Bring me Thelma Foy. Safe. Unharmed.” Irial watched his words spiral onto Gabriel’s flesh. “She is mine.”

      “Iri—”

      “She is the missing Summer Queen, and I declare her mine.” Irial’s voice was a roar that they’d not heard from his lips in a great many centuries. “What belongs to the Dark shall not fall to the Summer.”

      Gabriel nodded once. His voice rolled out like a growing wave of terror over the city, the nation, and into the sea as he pronounced, “We hunt Thelma Foy. Let it be known. None shall stop the Hunt.”

      The steeds shared nonverbal communication with their riders—and with the Hound who led them all. Everyone knew what Irial had said, and they understood the weight of the Hunt’s orders.

      “I would ride, too,” Irial said, slightly less confident now. The Hunt could refuse his request; not even a king could command the Wild Hunt.

      Gabriel started to answer, “We—"

      A cackling of laughter drowned the words. As one, they looked to the sound. Standing in the wreckage of the house was Bananach. She was the embodiment of war, sister to the High Queen, and general force of Chaos. Hers was the battle and the blood.

      “I did not know you were among us,” Irial said, voice drawn tight.

      “I heard the whispers of conflict.” Bananach pirouetted over the glass, trailing blood in her wake.

      “What have you done?”

      “Shared whispers. Sparked violence. Secrets, Irial, make for weapons when spoken rightly.” Bananach danced over the glass and debris. The long feathers that spilled down her back fluttered and shifted in the breeze from the shattered window.

      “Bananach.” Gabriel moved to Irial’s side. His steed’s pit viper face watched the raven-faery. “Do you know where the girl is?”

      Suddenly, Bananach’s visage shifted. She wore a glamour that made her feathers look like hair. Her face was a twin to Thelma’s.

      “You were going to turn me over to them?” Bananach’s voice was her own, but the cadence was Thelma’s. She looked from face-to-face plaintively. “I had to run, you see. I discovered that I wasn’t safe if I stayed here with his lordship.”

      Irial’s rage lashed out like a sword, slicing Bananach’s belly open. “The Summer King will abduct her, steal her humanity—"

      “And you’ll fight for her.” Bananach opened and closed her mouth with an audible snap, as if she’d bite him. “And so, war will come.”

      Gabriel, leader of the Hunt, growled. The others matched him.

      “Oh, no, the puppies are upset!” Bananach scowled. “I have no use for yipping pups. I want the dogs of war. I want the Darkness to rage. Bring me blood.”

      Irial took another step toward her, but then he heard Gabriel call, “We ride. Now.”

      Another steed stepped forward. Wolf-like and predatory, it nudged Irial’s shoulder.

      “If you are with us, mount.” Gabriel didn’t glance back to see if Irial was with him.

      Gabriel looked to the shattered window, and the whole Hunt started to run. They would look like the thick of storm to mortal eyes. To the fey they were as one solid, writhing mass of teeth and claws flashing in green mist. Their unholy howls rippled into the city, and every mortal shivered at once without knowing why. The truly sensitive made signs to ward off harm.

      Nothing, no creature, could hide from the Wild Hunt.

      If Winter or Summer had gained the Hunt’s loyalty, the curse would’ve ended the moment the Hunt was loosed, but creatures that rode under their Gabriel’s command had no love for ice or sunlight. They reveled in the night, and that was the domain of the Dark Court.

      Irial wasn’t ready to give her up. He wasn’t sure he’d ever be ready for that. In this, he knew Bananach was correct: Irial would start a war for Thelma. If Keenan found her, Irial would find a way. The Summer and the Dark didn’t need to be at odds.

      But the thought of Keenan touching Thelma, kissing her, seeing her astride him made rage burn in the Dark King’s eyes. Thelma was his, not Keenan’s. The Summer King might have Niall at his side, but he wasn’t taking her, too.

      The Hunt crossed the city several times. No Thelma. They entered the bayou, baying echoed among the cypress trees, hooves and claws slicing through the marsh soil. No Thelma.

      “Where is she?”
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      Tam felt nothing behind her. No doorway. No tatters of cloth. No icy breeze from the woman who was the incarnation of winter. As Tam looked behind her, there was only air. She was not sure where she was, but this was not the dock in New Orleans.

      She turned in a circle, taking in the sheer oddity of where she now stood. The ground was lush, wildflowers sprinkled over deep green grass, and willows stretched out as if to reach towering oaks or touch the columnar yew trees. It looked like a mish-mash of places, but it was the napping dragon in the field of poppies and daisies that made Tam very certain that she wasn’t in the real world.

      “Am I dead?”

      The sunset-hued dragon opened an eye and looked at her. The eye was a great swirling thing, as if the entire heavens were contained in it. Stars and worlds of wonder glimmered in the scaled creature’s iris.

      “Did I fall?” Tam pinched her wrist. “Am I in a bed unaware of the world?”

      The dragon said nothing, simply stared at her as if she was no different than any forest creature.  Then, as calmly as you please, it stood and shook from tip of tail to snout.  When it was done shaking, a woman stood where the dragon had been.

      “Sometimes things re-make themselves when I drowse.” She stretched. Hair the same hue as the dragon’s scales fell over her shoulders and chest. Then she blinked a few times, and the worlds in her eyes vanished.

      She stared at Tam.

      “Am I dead?” Tam asked. “I was talking to Beira and there was a doorway and . . . did I die? Is this the afterlife?”

      The woman—faery—shook her head. “The dead do not create life.”

      “I don’t—”

      “Here.” The faery placed a hand on Tam’s abdomen. “Fey and mortal.”

      Tam’s mouth opened, but no words came. The woman hummed a lullaby of some sort as she placed her other hand on Tam’s now curving belly.

      “A child to Dark Court,” the faery said, eyes still closed. “I was wondering when you would appear. The threads shifted.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Sorcha. Twin to Bananach.  The first of our kind.”

      “The first . . . faeries?” Tam’s hands covered her now-larger belly. It was large enough to have space for Sorcha’s hands and her own.

      She glanced down.

      Her stomach looked like she was halfway into a pregnancy. Under her hands, she felt movement. A child. A child was growing in her body.

      “How?” Tam spread her fingers wide on either side of the sudden expansion. “We . . . last night . . . I had never until this week . . . how?”

      “You rejected your fate, Thelma Foy. Chose Darkness over the Summerlight inside you.” Sorcha offered a beatific smile at Tam’s nearly full-term pregnancy. “Fate must continue, and so you will pass your sunlight to another girl. A stronger one because her father is Darkness made flesh.”

      And despite having no desire to have a child until this very moment, Tam knew that she would kill or die for this baby.  Her daughter. Irial’s daughter.  She caressed her own abdomen and confessed, “I wanted no children.”

      “But you wanted to stay mortal, choose your own lover,” Sorcha offered a shrug very reminiscent of Irial. “There are always choices, but there are also consequences for each choice.”

      “The Summer King can’t take my daughter.” Tam stepped backward. “I’ll kill him.”

      “Summer?” Sorcha tilted her head. “You would kill Summer and thus every living being? All mortals—including her—and all faeries? You would kill Irial? Me? Bananach? Gabriel?”

      “No, but—”

      “Summer will find his queen, Thelma Foy. He will not take this child, but her  daughter—”

      “I’ll warn her, then. No men. Ever.”

      Sorcha’s laugh was like breaking glass. “And tell me, child, how did that decision work for you?”

      “I’ll keep her home, and—”

      “Fate will find a way.” Sorcha caught a tear that slid down Tam’s face. In a gesture, it was a diamond, glimmering in the palm of the faery’s hand.  As Tam wept, more diamonds joined the one in Sorcha’s palm. “You will resist your fate. Mortals are fascinating that way.”

      She poured the diamonds into Tam’s hand. “You will want these when you return to the world.”

      Tam looked at the handful of precious stones. “If I return, stay with Irial, maybe . . .” She glanced at the faery, who was watching her with a bemused look. “Don’t you ever want to resist fate?”

      She smiled at Tam again. “I see all the potential fates, the futures that might be. They shift, shatter, renew. Sometimes, you can change the world. This is a truth I accept, but sometimes, Thelma, there are no answers that are exactly right.” She touched the full weight of the pregnant belly. “You resisted, and so you found love and—”

      “He doesn’t—" Her words caught in her throat. “I don’t--”

      “You are changed by the child.” Sorcha kissed her forehead. “You cannot lie until the babe is born because she is half-fey.”

      “Elena.”

      Sorcha laughed again. “You name the daughter of the Darkness ‘shining light’? No wonder he loves you. Such impertinence must be irresistible to Irial. His heart must be breaking.” She stared into the distance before adding, “You will see him again.”

      “If he loves me, I’ll . . . live with him. He’ll protect our daughter.” A pain in her belly made her muffle a cry.

      “Come, Thelma,” Sorcha urged, voice gentle and soothing. “Let us welcome Elena of the Darkness into Faerie.” She wrapped a surprisingly strong arm around Tam’s low back and steered her along a path into a forest that hadn’t been there until now. “We shall bring the child into the land of her father. Once, he reigned here, too. The courts, as you must realize, are divided, but we balance. Irial is my opposite. My—”

      “Do you mean him harm? Or my daughter?”

      “No,” Sorcha assured her. “Nor you.” She directed Tam to a cottage, one that definitely wasn’t there a moment ago. “I urged him to be in that world, where he can thrive around mortals, where he can frighten Summer and Winter.”

      Another pain made Tam’s knees weak.

      “And you, Thelma, were there. He was always destined to find love with a mortal.  It is what his kind does. It is what he was fated to do.” She helped Tam onto a bed. “From that love, there will be a child. Your descendent will free Summer, and balance will come.”

      The pain came again. Sooner, this time. And almost instantly, it washed over her so sharply that she cried out.

      “Rest, Thelma, and when you wake, Elena will be in your arms.”

      This was not, of course, how birth was to work. Tam knew that. Childbirth was grueling, bloody, painful—and slow. Then, again, a pregnancy was to last longer than a moment.

      Tam forced herself to stay alert a moment longer. “Why so quickly?”

      Sorcha stroked Tam’s forehead. “Because I want him to know his daughter for a moment. He deserves a gift, Thelma, for this great service he is doing to the world. You both do.”

      And then there was no more. Pain pulled Tam under, and she did not resist.
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      Keenan paced the confines of the house they’d rented. It was, like all of his spaces, elegant and filled with more plant life than houses usually wore.  Things sprouted and grew near the Summer King, and since he’d been in the city, the plants from the courtyard had steadily stretched into the house. Magnolia blossoms as big as Niall’s hands had appeared that morning, and several birds of paradise had followed suit.  The blossoms on them were the shape of vibrant orange birds’ heads, and the fiery color always made them a particular favorite in the Summer King’s houses.

      Keenan stood near a bower of blossoms and repeated, “Tell me again.”

      Niall described the mortal once more: “Irish, red hair, average height, dark eyes. Thin.”

      “What was her name?”

      “Tammy? Tara? I don’t know.” Niall shrugged. Honestly, the details to describe mortals were limited. What made them remarkable was the way they lived and moved. In this case, the woman hadn’t been memorable to him. His attention had been elsewhere.

      On Irial.

      On the way he felt seeing a mortal in Irial’s arms. It wasn’t sheer jealousy. He was far too fey for that. The moment of seeing her in Irial’s arms had overwhelmed Niall because she was a mortal. That stirred far too many memories.

      “She was the one. She must have been.” Keenan dropped his head. “My future queen. She was here. I felt her, dreamed of her, but . . . when I search for her now, she’s gone.”

      Whatever method the Summer King used to locate the women he wooed, it wasn’t yielding any results now.

      “I felt her here. I did.” Keenan absently kissed a Summer Girl who twirled through the room. “How could she be gone now?”

      Niall felt guilt wash over him. He’d been in the room with her, watched Irial kiss her senseless—and despite everything, he’d felt a flicker of envy. He remembered such kisses. In fact, he dreamed of Irial when he was recovering from the Winter Queen’s attack. When he woke, Niall could swear he tasted shadows on his lips.

      “And Rika met her?” Keenan prompted.

      “Yes.” Niall straightened, shoving thoughts of the Dark King away. “And Beira was already seeking her.”

      The Summer King dropped to his knees in despair. Keenan’s sorrow created a flash of rain in the house, and Niall winced at the destruction.  “Has she died?”

      To that, Niall had no answer.

      “You need to fight back.” Niall glanced at his king, feeling more irritation than empathy. “See Rika. Find answers.”

      Keenan sighed. “I am never going to find my queen if Beira has begun to kill the potentials before—"

      “She is not.” Niall’s voice was harder than usual, but being Keenan’s advisor sometimes meant functioning as a father-figure. “The curse has terms, Keenan. Think.”

      Keenan pushed to his feet.

      “There are rules. If you didn’t select her yet, Beira wouldn’t kill her.” Niall pushed away a nagging doubt about the other reason Beira would notice the girl.

      Could Irial have known she was the destined queen?

      “We will summon Rika.” Keenan’s arms were suddenly full of giggling Summer Girls, oblivious to the drama and knowing only that their king was with them and needed cheering.

      “You want Rika to come here?”

      Keenan shrugged. “She’s been here before.”

      Niall stared at his king; although he was Keenan’s advisor, he was sometimes stuck silent by the sheer callousness of the Summer King.  There was more of his mother in him than not, or perhaps that was his father. Miach saw no issue with frolicking with any and all who were willing.  That was why Beira had murdered the last king.

      Only a few months ago, Keenan had romanced Rika, offering her eternity at his side, whispering his dreams to her. Now, he would ask her here to see him with a half dozen nearly naked women—and ask her about the woman he wanted to pursue.
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        * * *

      

      After Niall sent a messenger to the Winter Girl, he walked over to the window. Outside, frost-laden branches glittered with a chill that Niall had too recently felt within his own body. Beira was in New Orleans, and the rain had shifted to ice and snow. It wasn’t the sort of weather the city should be seeing, but Beira lacked subtlety.

      When Rika walked into the house, she looked stricken. He’d seen her joyous, and he’d seen her wary. This was something worse.

      “Is this about the test?” Rika asked. “Has he found her?”

      Niall stared at Rika. Her gaze was not direct. Usually, she was bold as brass, but not today.

      “Tell me of your day.” Niall motioned her to a stiff-backed wooden chair.

      Laughter rang out from the room where Keenan was getting reacquainted with the Summer Girls.

      Rika’s face grew tighter, angrier, and Niall sighed. Honestly, if Keenan had any sense, he wouldn’t antagonize Rika. She wasn’t at fault for not being the one he sought.

      “He’s an ass,” Niall said, brushing his hand over hers, directing her attention back to him.

      Rika held his gaze. “Am I required to come when he beckons?”

      “No, but—"

      “That is useful to know.” She stood and strode toward the door.

      “Rika! Please?” Niall followed. “Help me?”

      She looked at him sorrowfully.

      Niall dropped to his knees. “I implore you, fair lady.”

      Her lips quirked in a small smile. “The girl who was with the Dark King has vanished. There is nothing more I will say.” She paused. “Although, in fairness, know that I answer you because of you, not the shimmering ass in there.” She gestured toward the living space of the house. “I wish I’d met you first, Niall. You’re not awful.”

      Then Keenan came into the room, fastening trousers, shirt on but unbuttoned. “Rika.”

      And the Winter Girl turned on her heel and left, icy tendrils freezing Keenan’s plants as she walked.

      Keenan chased after her, but she didn’t pause.

      When he grabbed her arm and tugged her to a stop, the Winter Girl stared at him. “I will never be yours to touch, and if you grab me again, know this: every time you touch me, I will work harder and harder to let the next girl know how vile you are.”

      Rika folded her arms over her chest and glared at him.

      "Is it such a bother to talk to me?" Keenan’s voice was filled with frustration, and the heat around them flared momentarily stronger.

      "It is," she said.

      “Rika . . .” The Summer King postured, like every court faery he was clearly aware of his appearance.  Even when half of his power hidden away from him, he managed to look regal.

      “I will fulfill my duties. That is all.” And she was gone, vanishing in a gust of chilly air as the Summer King stared after her.

      “I loved her, Niall. Before this . . . but I will love the next one, too.”

      Niall nodded. This was what his king did. He fell in love over and over and over, and then he drowned himself in the girls who had rejected the test, the ones who chose to be Summer Girls.

      “There is one who might have answers,” Niall said, and then he went to find the faery who plagued him as much as he suspected Keenan plagued the Winter Girl.
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      Despite their ferocity, even the Hunt needed to pause after two days of seeking Thelma. The steeds were starting to veer into one another, and Irial admitted that over forty straight hours of running was enough. The Hunt rarely needed this long to find its quarry. With the Hunt, Irial had traversed the city and the regions far beyond it. They’d run to the far sea, and they’d run over mountains and plains. Irial had crossed distances that ought to be impossible—even for the fey. There were no scents to find. There were no clues, no indications that she was anywhere in the world.  Had Bananach killed her?

      “There is nothing, but night will fall soon enough,” Gabriel said. “We shall ride again when the sun fades. Perhaps, we will see clues that daylight hid.”

      “Rest, my friend.” Irial gripped his forearm before he left, the gesture carrying the words that Irial didn’t say.  Gabriel understood Irial’s fears.

      Then, Irial stood in the ruined sitting room of his house. Of their house. They’d shared a few short days here, and now Thelma was gone.

      “Was she the missing Summer Queen?”

      Irial lifted his head at Niall’s voice just as the other man stepped through the broken window frame.

      “We have a door.”

      Niall shrugged. “No one answered.”

      “I sent them all away.” Irial gestured toward the room. “I was angry.”

      At that, Niall lifted a feather from the shards of glass. “Bananach?”

      “She grates on my nerves now and again.” Irial gave a half-shrug and walked over to a bar that was set into a built-in alcove in the wall. In the midst of the broken bottles was one intact crystal decanter. “American whiskey. Why couldn’t one of the good bottles be the one that was unbroken?”

      Niall said nothing.

      “Drink with me, gancanagh?” Irial held up an unbroken glass. When Niall scowled, Irial added, “Pretend you’re here for social reasons, and I’ll answer three questions.”

      Although Niall said nothing, did not acquiesce in words, he accepted the generous pour in the glass. He took a sip and repeated, “Was she the missing Summer Queen?”

      Holding a bottle and a glass, Irial walked away. “Hold this.”

      Niall accepted both, as Irial righted a sofa and a chair and gestured. Predictably, Niall selected the chair. He moved with the sort of grace that said he was tense; every motion fluid as if he had no stress in the world. It was one of his tells.

      “I believe she was the woman Keenan sought.” Irial poured his drink, swirled the dark brown liquid absently.

      “And did you hide her from Keenan?”

      “He was not here when I met Thelma. Neither were you. Any of you. I was--” Irial stopped himself and drained the glass. “I met a woman here in the city where I was living already, before you all arrived. We spoke. We danced. She was interested in me, and I invited her to my house. Surely, you recall how that works.”

      “She was not for you.” Niall’s voice was rough and his hand tightened on the glass he held.

      “Ah, ah, ah. That isn’t very social, gancanagh.” Irial gave him a cold smile. If Niall knew that Thelma left because of him, because of whatever words Bananach gave her about Irial’s midnight visit to Niall’s injured body, would he feel joy—or guilt?  Irial wasn’t sure which would be worse. He nodded to the glass. “Drink with me.”

      They drank in silence until Irial could stand it no longer. This was no social call, but a trip to find the woman that belonged to Irial, the woman he loved and wanted in his arms, the woman who vanished because Irial had no ability to refuse anyone he loved—and his love was a terrible, undying thing.  He sighed. “Ask your third question, Niall. I tire of your glowering.”

      “What do you know of her departure?”

      It was a good question, measured and calm, and Irial had to consider his reply carefully. “I haven’t slept for two days, you know. I’ve been seeking her.”

      At that, Niall startled.

      “She spoke to Bananach. And she spoke to Beira. And the Hunt cannot find her.” Irial didn’t bother with a glass. He lifted the bottle to his lips like a common ruffian, a habit he’d once enjoyed when he was roaming the English and French countrysides with Niall.

      “Keenan thinks she’s dead.”

      Irial muffled the pain he felt at that thought. “I’ve thought much the same.”

      “You cared for her.”

      Irial shrugged. He couldn’t bring himself to admit how very true that was. “She is not the first I’ve cared for and lost.” He smiled wryly at his first love. “Surely, you understand.”

      Niall scoffed.

      “She had the Sight.” Irial said the words quietly, for it was not his secret to share. “Keenan would not have won her hand. You can tell him that. Even if I had not taken her to my bed, Thelma would not have gone to him. She said she’d die before marrying anyone.”

      “She knew,” Niall said. “She knew he was seeking a mortal and that . . . that she . . .”

      Irial lifted one shoulder and said, “I did not say that. Not about him or the curse or any of it. She Saw us, Niall. Thelma has the Sight, and we spoke of her dreams. A man was not in the dream, nor was a faery.”

      The advisor to the Summer Court was not expecting that. He gaped at Irial and asked, “But she was still here? With you?”

      Irial laughed. “Oh, gancanagh, you do aim to wound me! Can you think of no others who have known I was a wicked, debauched faery and still offered me a kiss or two?”

      Niall was silent.

      “Am I so monstrous, then, that you cannot see why she found me charming?” Irial pressed, crueler than he typically was with Niall, but in that instant, he was weary of patience. “There are reasons to linger in my bed chamber that are not about marriage or becoming my forever. Shall I tell you about them in case you have forgotten? Shall I explain why someone would chose the Dark Court? Why they would choose me?”

      Instead of replying, Niall drank his liquor and stood.

      “Answer me.”

      But Niall said nothing. He walked out of the room—and Irial threw the bottle at the wall.

      And wept.

      Had Thelma died to be free of them all? Was that why the Hunt couldn’t find her? She’d faced Bananach and Beira both. He knew that much. Where could a mortal go that the Hunt would not find her? Death was the only answer Irial had left. Thelma had been his for only a moment, and yet again, his decision to keep secrets from one he loved had led to death.

      Perhaps this was the darkness he deserved.

      Alone. Unloved.

      Being loved by him was a sure path to death or misery, apparently. First Niall, now Thelma. Irial sat in the darkened house and let out a yell that rivaled the baying of creatures that raced around the sharp hooves of the Hunt.
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      Niall returned to the house that he’d only just begun to be able to find unerringly. Sometimes navigating new cities so often was a wretched process. The fey that waited anxiously in the city, expecting a clash between Summer and Winter, watched him. Others either fled from the unleashed Dark Court fey or cheered them on in their malice.

      Irial had obviously siphoned his rage to them, and every last Dark Court faery Niall saw looked agitated and eager to quarrel. It wasn’t like Irial to care for a mortal. His reaction to the woman’s apparent death was extreme—of course, so, too, would Keenan’s be.

      When Niall walked into the house, Keenan lifted his gaze hopefully; he glowed with sunlight. Hopeful. Optimistic even in the face of centuries of failure. It was a quality that Niall couldn’t fathom.

      “She’s dead.”

      Keenan blanched, sunlight dimming to a dull flicker.

      “If that was her, she’s dead.” Niall flopped onto an overstuffed chair. “He sent the Hunt after her. Nothing.”

      “The Hunt has never failed to find its quarry.”

      A sharp retort was on Niall’s lips, but he swallowed it back. He knew better than most how thorough the Hunt was. He’d been their prey once, dragged back, tortured. His hand lifted to touch the scar he still carried.  It was still red, angry: a mark of pride over what Niall had endured.

      But Keenan was a regent. His loss mattered. Empathy for his subjects—even his advisor—was often scarce. Niall wasn’t even sure the Summer King realized how callous he was.

      Niall, however, was not going to tell him that his words stung. All he said was,  “I am aware of the Hunt’s prowess, my liege.”

      Keenan lifted his gaze. “Of course, you are.” His attention slipped away from the scar on Niall’s face as soon as it touched upon it. “If the Hunt did not find her, she is gone.”

      There was one other possibility, but Niall couldn’t fathom a mortal who could capture the fourth regent’s attention. Thelma Foy had ensnared the Dark King, and she was the object of a struggle between the seasonal courts. To catch Sorcha’s attention, too, was impossible.

      Unless she truly had been the one Keenan sought.

      Unless there was a reason her Sight was noticeable even in Faerie.

      Or she was just a mortal, Sighted, and now dead. That, of course, was the most reasonable answer.  Still, Niall looked at Keenan and said, “Irial said she was Sighted.”

      “Sighted?” Keenan echoed.

      Niall nodded.

      “Then, I was drawn to her for that reason.” Keenan sighed loudly. “I hate the curse, Niall.”

      “Everyone but Beira does.”

      “And Irial.”

      “I wouldn’t be so certain of that.” Niall thought about the sheer rage that radiated from Irial. The Dark King was many things, seductive and charming, manipulative and selfish, but he’d seemed to be genuinely mourning the woman.

      Was it an act?

      “He said the girl spoke to Winter.” Niall recalled the cautious way Irial had revealed it and repeated the words, “Irial said ‘She spoke to Bananach. And she spoke to Beira. And the Hunt cannot find her.’ He was angry.”

      “Good.” The venom in Keenan’s voice was rare. It usually only followed an encounter with Irial, but to the best of Niall’s knowledge the two kings had not spoken.

      There were secrets aplenty in the courts, though, and just now, Niall had no desire to learn this one. He tucked the question away and asked, “What is the plan?”

      “I must notify the Winter Queen.” Keenan stood. “Just me, Niall.”

      “No.” Niall hated the way that Keenan treated him sometimes. He’d lived centuries longer than the king, experienced the mortal world and Faerie, and he’d been solitary as well as an accepted part of the Dark Court.  He stood. “I will summon the queen. If you refuse me as your advisor, give me the courtesy of saying as much.”

      “Niall—”

      “You are my king, Keenan, but I remember when you were an infant. I have bled for you. I stood to face your mother repeatedly then and since—and I am regularly the one you send to speak to the Dark King, the only faery in either world I would rather not see. Do not speak to me as if I am weak, my king, simply because you would rather not know of my life before this court.”

      “She tried to kill you mere days ago!”

      “No.” Niall stared at the king, suddenly weary of his childishness, and corrected him: “If Winter had sought my death, I would be dead. She enjoys torment, and she enjoys hurting me because she believes it upsets you and Irial. I heal from each one of her attacks.”

      Keenan looked away.

      “Please send the rest of the court to the park,” Keenan said after a lengthy pause. “And guards.”

      “Of course, sire.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Beira arrived with surprisingly little delay. Before the next day had begun, the chill air of her arrival swept over the house. In an instant, it hurt to breathe, and it was undoubtedly more painful for the Summer King.

      She was, in her regular way, horrifying and lovely all at once. A white fur cloak draped her, and her deep black hair drifted over the collar of it like rivulets of ink. She ignored Niall, but slithered up to her son.

      Beira leaned forward and kissed the air near Keenan’s face. “Are you well, darling? You look a bit off.”

      “I am fine.” Keenan motioned to a chair.

      The Winter Queen unfastened her cloak and tossed it toward Niall. “Be a dear and take my wrap.”  Then she folded her hands and gazed at Keenan in a mockery of maternal interest. “Have you called me over to tell me all about your new girl? I do look forward to these little visits.”

      “There is no mortal here.” Keenan sounded pained. “She had the Sight, and she’s dead now.”

      “Tsk, tsk. Murdered before you could torture her? No wonder you look so put out.” She reached out and patted his knee. Then she whispered, “Did you have that one handle her death?”

      “Niall is my advisor, Mother.”

      “Of course he is, sweetling!” She shot Niall an icy glare. “He advised your father, too. Look where he is now! Dead.”

      Keenan closed his eyes for a moment, and Niall watched the smile come over Beira’s perfectly red lips.

      “Because you murdered him, Mother.” Keenan kept his voice level.

      “So, you killed the Sighted mortal?” She smiled and clasped her hands together. “We have a family tradition. It’s not conventional, I suppose, but--”

      “I did not kill Thelma. Neither did Niall.” Keenan’s voice was painfully calm. “Until I feel pulled somewhere, we will wait in this city. You, of course, can depart at will as there is no girl, no contest, for now. When I find the next, I’ll notify you.”

      Beira nodded. Then she stood. “I am disappointed, of course, that we cannot destroy another life as you attempt to outwit or outmaneuver me—and fail—but I met the creature. Terribly dull.  It’s no wonder she went off the dock. Some people are simply weak.”

      Niall exchanged a look with Keenan.

      “You saw her fall?” Niall asked.

      The Winter Queen laughed so sharply that icicles formed all around the room. “No. I pushed her.” She looked joyous as they both stared at her. “Irial was fond of the girl, and I don’t appreciate being ignored. It’s enough that you do it, child.”

      “I dreamed of her,” Keenan exclaimed. “You killed her. I dreamed of her and—”

      “Pish.” Beira stood. “If you’d seen her, I couldn’t have killed her. There are rules to the curse. A little birdy—one that you have driven into the cold—told me Irial was fawning over her. Once I realized she had the Sight, I took action.”

      “You killed her because Rika told you Irial was fawning over her?” Keenan repeated her words.

      Beira shrugged. “I believe my darlings and I are off to Chicago. Do let me know when you’re ready to ruin another life, my dear boy.” She glanced at Niall. “Coat.”

      He tossed it to her in silence.

      Once she’d left, Keenan said quietly, “She killed the girl.”

      “One day, you’ll be unbound. Then you can protect mortals, fey, and yourself from her,” Niall said, trying to comfort his king.

      Unbidden, the thought whispered over him: Who comforted Irial? Keenan mourned a what-might-have-been, but Irial actually knew the woman.  Thelma Foy, whether or not she was the missing queen, had been remarkable enough to attract strong emotion in three regents. It was impressive—although, in her case, it also had apparently led to her sudden demise.
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      Several weeks passed. The Hunt had no luck finding her, and Irial’s temper was remarkably unstable.  Even Bananach had seen the wisdom in avoiding a drunk, angry Dark King.

      When Beira arrived with her hags, each of the three hags had brought a mortal woman who resembled Thelma in some way.

      “A gift.” Beira motioned to them.

      “Beira.” Irial lifted his glass in her general direction. He wasn’t sober by any stretch, and standing seemed irrational.

      “You’re quite the disaster, Irial.” Beira swept her hand to the side, and a gust of icy wind cleared everything from the room so it was gathered into a heap against the wall. Snow covered all of it, and then lifted into elegant, overly ornate furniture to fill the space that was emptied of debris.

      “That’ll be a mess later.”

      “It was a mess already.” Beira motioned to the three mortals who were quaking and whimpering. “I have brought you replacement mortals.”

      Irial shook his head. “Doesn’t work like that.”

      “I could kill them. Or you could.” Beira created a series of swords and knives of ice. “Would that improve your mood?”

      “You are a kind woman sometimes,” Irial assured her, although he was fairly certain that “kind” was entirely the wrong word. “I am not in any condition to torture, maim, or seduce.”

      The Winter Queen stared at him. “No one recalls it, and I am loath to speak of it, but I do understand the madness of love.”

      “I remember, Beira. You and Miach were besotted in ways that”—Irial shuddered—“defy logic.”

      Beira smiled, and for a brief moment, she looked young, happy, and almost unfamiliar. “We were. I sometimes wish I hadn’t killed him. Pregnancy made me more emotional, you realize.”

      Irial nodded.

      “Faery children change a woman’s essential nature. Women start to behave erratically, in some cases before even knowing they are with child. . .especially if the child is not of their own court or kind.” The Winter Queen stared at him as if to impress truth upon his mind through her will alone.

      When Irial nodded and drank, Beira frowned. “Are all men as stupid as this, or am I merely beleaguered by those with lower intellects?”

      “Hard to say, snowflake, hard to say.” He was vaguely aware that the Winter Queen hated nicknames, but especially that one. Miach had used it.

      She walked over and said, “You need to think clearly, Irial. Trying to enrage me is not the solution.”

      “Pretty, pretty snowflake . . .”

      Beira sighed, dripping ice and snow over him.  Then she called to the hags, “See him and the mortals to his bed.” She stared down at Irial. “They’re Sighted. Where does one send Sighted mortals, Irial?”

      “Sorcha.”

      “So, either keep them or take them to her,” Beira said.

      “I don’t—”

      The Winter Queen punched him.
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      When he woke, he knew. He knew in a way that would have been instantly apparent if Thelma were anything other than mortal.  There was one place the Hunt had not sought her, a place where they were not welcome, where the Sighted mortals were often taken.

      “Sir?” One of the three mortals stared at him.

      They were dressed and looking at him with more interest than fear. He sighed. Beira had delivered a reason, a motive to go to Faerie, just in case his alcohol-soaked brain still hadn’t thought of the answer.

      “I’ll take you to a place you’ll be safe,” he told them. “I mean you no harm.”

      They still watched him warily. Doing so was a good instinct. In truth, he thought they would be safe, but on occasion, the High Queen was a fan of removing the eyes of Sighted mortals. Of late, she only did that to those who demanded to return to the mortal world.

      As Thelma likely would . . .

      Irial quaked at the flicker of a thought that Sorcha, the High Queen, had carved out Thelma’s eyes. How could she create her art without her eyes?  Sure, he’d given her a jeweler’s shop, and the income from it would sustain her if she was still alive, but her eyes . . .

      But worry over her eyes was pointless if she was dead. Beira seemed to think she was in Faerie, and although trusting Winter was never the first impulse for anyone who’d met Beira, she obviously felt like she had a reason to help him. He tried to pull up memories of their conversation, but he’d been at a level of drunkenness that he hadn’t reached since Niall had left him.

      Irial whispered orders that the Hunt should raise hell to stir up fear and anger, emotions to nourish the Dark Court. Then, he walked into the dusk of the city with three mortal women and found a gate to Faerie.

      It was the only answer left. If the Hunt could not find her, Thelma was dead or had found her way to Faerie.

      Inside the land that had once been his home, he found the High Queen weaving a rainbow into the sky.  The three mortals were staring at Sorcha and the peculiar world of Faerie in open-mouthed shock.

      “Is she here?” Irial asked.

      Sorcha smiled. “You are on time. The threads were constant on this, but you are always more unpredictable than the others, Dark King.”

      “Is Thelma here?”

      “Today? Yes. She mustn’t stay too long, but”—Sorcha extended a hand to him, and he dutifully took it—“for today and several more, she can rest. She was in need of rest after speaking with Bananach and Beira.”

      She turned to the women. “Follow this path, and ask questions of the man you will find at the end.”  In a blink, a path—one that included random circles—stretched out and led toward an open meadow of flowers.

      Once they left, Sorcha turned back to Irial.

      He escorted the High Queen along another path, one that appeared to be made of turtles. The High Queen might be the embodiment of logic, but there was a whimsical side to her at moments. “Does she have her eyes?”

      “Do mortals lose them often?” Sorcha asked.

      “No.” He let out a sigh. “You gouge them out, Sorcha. Thelma has the Sight.”

      “And you should be grateful.” Sorcha nodded as if she was agreeing with sentences he couldn’t hear.

      Typically, he didn’t mind, but today, he was impatient. “So, she is uninjured?”

      “Yes,” was all she said.

      They walked on the turtle-made path into a medieval castle. When last he’d visited, it was something else, but the High Queen rebuilt the world around her often. It was disconcerting at the best of times.

      “Where—"

      “The girl must go to the mortal world, Irial.” Sorcha gave him a terrible sorrowful look. “I am sorry for you, but there is no other option. The curse requires that she be in the world where Keenan can find her.”

      “She’s mine. Thelma will never choose him.”

      “True, but the future Summer Queen must be there when the time comes.” Sorcha shrugged.

      Her words made no sense. If Thelma wouldn’t become Keenan’s bride, what did it matter where she was?

      “Thelma could stay, but the girl must go back. I don’t believe they will separate, though.” Sorcha glanced away, seeing the future, and then added, “They will not.”

      Irial was not going to attempt to reason with cold logic herself, even though she made no sense whatsoever. He bowed his head. “May I see Thelma?”

      Sorcha summoned a servant, a mortal one, and said, “Take the Dark King to the village.”

      And then, anxious and hopeful, Irial was left alone with an unknown mortal to lead him to Thelma.
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      Tam opened the door of the cottage and saw him standing there. Suddenly, everything else melted away. The world she’d known until this day had done nothing to prepare her for seeing a fairy tale creature standing in the small forest outside her tiny thatched cottage. But there he was, standing on the ridiculously cute path of smooth river rocks.  Daffodils and foxgloves had popped up, spots of bright in the rich green yard.

      “Thelma.”

      They stood like that, and her heart ached at the turn life had taken. There’d been no quarrel, simply fear blossoming from doubt and rash choices.  She looked at him, and he looked as if he hadn’t slept since the night she’d last curled into his arms.

      “I should’ve spoken to you.” She met his eyes, and that was all it took. He was kissing her. “I panicked.”

      “You’re alive.”  The shadowed wings that were usually invisible were full and stunning now. Black as India ink. They looked as if shadows had grown solid and stretched out behind him like a shield.

      “I am. The High Queen gave me a place. I have almost everything I could need or want.” Tam couldn’t move. It had been only a few days, but everything had changed.

      “And what are you missing, Thelma?”

      She felt the boldness she’d learned under his caresses come flaring to life. “A man.”

      “A particular one? Surely there are men in Faerie.”

      “I want only one man.” She stepped closer, ending the distance between them. “Only you, Irial. My body will only ever be touched by you.”

      He wrapped his arms around her then, holding her as if she was precious, as if the world beyond them did not exist. It did, and it would make their time brief.

      Today, though, she could enjoy his company, be near him; Tam could have all of the things she wanted if she stayed in Faerie—all save one. She’d realized that already, but then he arrived. Irial. Here.

      She knew he wouldn’t stay, but she would if she was allowed. Here she was safe from harm. She could not go back there, risk her daughter. Tam had every intention on growing old as a spinster, just as she had before Irial.  The queen had already delivered jewelry making supplies. She would live here, raise her daughter, create. There were no bills. Food was free. Shelter was free. All she’d needed, all she’d craved, was one person.

      And he was looking at her now.

      They kissed, and it was everything she’d remembered. He stole her breath, her sense, her restraints.

      “Come inside,” she whispered after pulling back only far enough to speak. Her words were a warm breath of air between their lips. “I have missed you.”

      “You left. I would have kept you at my side for as long as we had.” He sounded hurt, and she couldn’t blame him. No one liked to be rejected.

      But before she could explain, a cry from inside drew her attention. She pulled back before her milk let down and embarrassed her.

      “Hold on.” She tugged him inside the cottage. “I need to see to her.”

      She had her dress open, and their daughter was drowsily eating when she heard Irial come into the room behind her. Her back was to him still.

      “Who is this? Are you minding some--”

      She turned.

      He stared at the baby, and every bit of teasing vanished as he gazed upon the nursing child. “Thelma . . .”

      “I didn’t know. When I ran, I didn’t know.” She stared at him, pleading for his forgiveness. “I don’t know that I’d have done anything else, but I like to think I would have told you.”

      “Is she . . .?” He stared at his daughter. “Is she mine?”

      Tam nodded. The awe in his voice made her unable to speak. She’d worried, feared he would not accept a child, especially after the High Queen of Faerie had done whatever magic she’d had to accelerate the pregnancy.

      He stepped closer, and the expression of wonder on his face made her knees weak.

      “The queen sped up my gestation.” Tam watched Irial gaze at their daughter. “She knew you were coming and said she wanted you to know her.”

      It seemed as if storm clouds filled Irial’s already-dark eyes, but whatever thought he had then, he didn’t share. Instead, he whispered, “I want to hold her.”

      Tam laughed. “Your daughter has a temper, Irial. Separating her from my breast is not advisable.”

      “She’s smart, then.” He gazed at her, tenderness and desire both obvious in his expression. After several moments, he asked, “What have you named our daughter?”

      “Elena.”

      “Radiant light?” He grinned. “The princess of the Dark Court, named as if she was the very queen of the High Court.”

      “Do that mean you like it?”

      “I’d like any name she wore, and she was born here so it’s fitting.” He walked over to the sofa in the room, and Tam followed.

      Tam nestled in his arms, and he watched their daughter nurse. Absently, he stroked the baby’s cheek and dark hair.

      “She looks like me with the dark hair and eyes.” He looked at her legs and feet.

      Irial was marveling at her; he was enraptured. There was no other way to explain the reaction he was having.  The Dark King was astounded with the minutest details of the child nestled in her arms. Tam understood, of course, for she felt the same.

      “She’s perfect.”

      “I think so.” Tam looked down at Elena as the babe finished her meal.

      Then, as carefully as possible, so as to not wake her, she moved her to Irial’s arms.

      “I never expected to have a child.” Irial looked rapt, gazing at her as if every possible dream he’d had was true and in his grasp. Tears welled in Tam’s eyes at the beauty of it.

      And she slipped out of the room to allow him these moments with their newborn daughter.
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      Sorcha’s words when he arrived now made a horrible sort of sense: “The girl must go to the mortal world, Irial. I am sorry for you, but there is no other option. The curse requires that she be in the world where Keenan can find her.”

      Her words had made no sense at the time because he hadn’t known about his daughter. The rest of the warning floated into his mind: “Thelma could stay, but the girl must go back. I don’t believe they will separate.”

      The words of the High Queen, pronounced after she studied the threads of fate, were impossible to deny. His daughter was cursed, now. His daughter.

      Irial gazed down at her beautiful, sleeping face.  He’d cursed his own child. It was bad enough that his curse had fallen on Thelma, but now, his daughter.

      He thought of how he’d have to protect her, with guards at all times. Perhaps he could rescind his throne, find a remote island, and move there with the mortal he loved and their child. The longevity of mortals was less than a century, but Elena . . . she could live for centuries.

      Keenan would have literal centuries to stalk her unless she had a babe who would carry the curse. The thought of that, of his granddaughter also being cursed, filled him with self-loathing. But what child of his would be content to live a life in hiding for centuries? What child of Thelma’s? Between them, they’d likely gifted their daughter with more brashness and stubbornness than any child needed.

      She would not stay hidden.

      His daughter, wed to the king of Summer . . .

      Irial had the pressing urge to kill Keenan, rip him limb from limb. He was a regent. He could, in fact, do so.  As he sat there, holding his sleeping daughter, he fantasized about murdering the man who was seeking her—the missing Summer Queen--unaware that she was Irial’s daughter or currently a baby.

      Elena smiled in her sleep.

      “I would destroy the world for you,” he swore to her.

      But this is, quite literally, what he would be doing. He would sentence the world to continue freezing, mortals and fey eventually dying, as he protected his daughter. In time, she would suffer, too, as would ever faery in his court.

      There was no answer to this dilemma. He could not, simply could not, contain his need to protect her from harm. If he hid her, eventually it would harm her. If he didn’t, that would harm her, too.

      When Irial had placed his daughter in her cradle, he went to see Thelma. She was standing in the open door, sunlight streaming onto her face, and Irial admitted that she would be incredible as the Summer Queen. He felt no regret for the choices he’d made—even if such a thing were easily felt for a Dark King, Irial would not feel it.

      She turned at his approach.

      And Irial considered postponing this, kissing her until they were both satisfied, but secrets were why she’d run.

      “I have things to say,” he began.

      Thelma nodded.

      “I went with the Summer King that night because he came seeking my help.” Irial watched her, surprisingly anxious at what he was about to say. Not all humans had evolved to understand that love was not restricted by gender. “My first love was injured and—”

      “Niall? That’s his name.”

      “Yes.” Irial watched her face, and he found no disgust there. Just to be sure, Irial stressed that Niall was a man’s name as he added, “He was injured. I am no longer in his good graces, but when he is injured severely, the Summer King allows me to heal him.”

      “And Niall has no idea that you do this?”

      “He does not. No one does. It is a secret. Niall would not allow it, and Keenan hates that I can heal one of his court, and I . . .” Irial looked down in shame. “I would rather have these scraps, these moments of seeing him and helping him than nothing.”

      “Bananach implied that you were with Keenan because of me,” Thelma said, still at the doorway as if she might flee.

      Every sound logic said she would not abandon her child, their child, but he was still afraid. “Come inside, love. Please?”

      She walked toward him.

      “Bananach is War. That is her reason for being,” Irial explained. “She wanted me to be distraught. To attack Keenan.”

      “And I let her manipulate me.” Thelma bowed her head. “I am sorry. I simply don’t ever want to be captured by the Summer King.”

      “He is no longer a threat to you,” Irial said, dreading this next revelation even more.

      “Could we stay here then? You, me, our daughter.” Thelma looked so hopeful that Irial lost his good intentions.

      He kissed her, lost himself in her lips and touch until he was kneeling before her, partly hidden by the skirt of her dress.  His beautiful mortal was lost in pleasure. Would that he could have this always. Would that there was no curse, no threat, no reality.

      Afterward, when she was gazing on him with heavy eyes, he stilled her attempts to draw him to her.

      “As much as I would sell my very soul to follow the thoughts I see in your expression,” Irial began, “I have to tell you about the curse.”

      She frowned and stared toward the now-closed door. “But I’m free of it. You said--”

      “I did.” He caught her hands in his as he stayed on the floor before her. “Thelma, love, you’re free because the curse has passed on to Elena.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “You’re wrong. There’s no way you could know that. That’s not reasonable. Fair. Any of it.”

      Irial held her gaze. “The curse passes from mother to daughter, and it has since it was created. The Summer Queen is hidden in your family, Thelma: your mother, your grandmother, for centuries. It is passed on to the next generation, the eldest daughter.”

      She kept shaking her head.

      “Mortals die. It was the only way to be sure there was always a mortal, always a beautiful woman who carried sunlight in her.” He took a breath before saying, “There was a lovely woman, a Sighted mortal, centuries ago and she looked at the man—the faery—who created the curse.  He thought himself clever, and he tied it to her Sight: to her, to her daughter.”

      “No. Please, don’t say--”

      “I had no idea that I was cursing my own daughter centuries into the future. You must believe me, Thelma. I would never have done this thing if I knew about Elena.”
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      Tam stared at him in horror. She’d had no desire to be a parent, but Elena was here. She was born. She was theirs. And she would suffer because of a curse, as Tam had, as countless others had.

      “I am sorry, Thelma.” He reached for her hand, catching and holding onto her as if she’d flee. “The curse . . . I cannot undo or break it. Elena will need to go to the mortal world. She must be there when she is of age.”

      “I’m her mother.” Tam sobbed. She’d avoided her own fate, but in the process, she’d condemned Elena. “You can’t take her.”

      “I’m not taking her. You can go back with her. You already own several jewelery shops, so you’ll have you own income. You don’t even need me if you cast me away,” He obviously was trying to reassure her. It wasn’t working.

      “She cannot be cursed.” Tam glared at Irial, her sorrow shifting to rage. “Undo it.”

      “I would that I could. She can stay here a few months, but she must live in the mortal world.” Irial shook his head. “The curse cannot be unbroken until Keenan finds his queen.”

      Tam thought about her baby, her innocent child being caught in the thrall of the Summer King. “I’ll go back. I’ll do it. I’ll marry him and—”

      “You cannot, my love. Not now.” Irial pulled her into his arms, and she didn’t resist. “Even if I could let you go, you cannot be his queen now. She carries the summer. And her daughter will, too, unless Keenan finds Elena.”

      “Our daughter.” She tried to shove him away. “You cursed our daughter. . . Me. Her. You did this.”

      “And your mother. And her mother.” Irial held Tam as he confessed the extent of his sin. “Yes. I did. Most of them were untouched by it. He did not find them. You were the first he came near to finding. I can hide you. Hide her.”

      “I hate you right now,” Tam swore between sobs. “I hate you, Irial.”

      “I didn’t know you, any of you, when the curse was made. You weren’t even born. Centuries, Thelma. It was centuries ago. Your ancestor was a pretty mortal, and I thought of her and—” He stopped himself. “You know what I am, Thelma. Who I am. I’ve never hidden it. I cannot undo a thing I did centuries before you drew breath.”

      Tam shoved him harder. “Get out.”

      He released her this time. “I never wanted to hurt you; try to remember that. I tried to save you, Thelma. I risked war, my court, my life. I would destroy the world for Elena, but I cannot un-make this curse.”

      She shook her head. “Get. Out. Get out of my home and my life.”

      As she crumpled to the floor, she heard him leave.

      The worst of it was that she feared that she had only herself to blame. She knew she risked passing on the Sight. She knew he was inhuman. And she certainly knew how babes were made. Tam had chosen this path at every step.

      She might not have known the full cost in those moments, but she’d learned what it meant to love--and her every fear about how much love destroyed a woman was proven true.

      She pushed herself to her feet and went to her daughter’s cradle. Tam stared at her and swore, “I’ll protect you. I’ll teach you everything, and you will stay hidden from the Summer.”
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        * * *

      

      Tam was sleeping beside Elena’s cradle when Irial returned. She knew without opening her eyes when he entered the tiny cottage. Her body felt alive as it only ever did when he was near or she was creating art.

      “I’ll give you my vow,” he said from the other side of the darkened room. “No one under my rule will hurt you or her.”

      Tam laughed despite everything. “I’m not afraid of the dark, Irial. Or you. Not now.”

      He sighed.

      “But if you come to visit us in the mortal world --”

      “They’ll find out,” he finished. “They’ll follow me sooner or later, and they’ll find her.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Stay with me, Thelma. I can turn our home into a fortress. I’ll build us a castle. We can live far from people in a remote place, so I can protect you both, and—"

      “No.”

      “Dragons. I’ll add dragons. Monsters of the sort humanity only imagines,” he continued. “I’ll wage war against the other courts.”

      Tam stood and walked to him.  She took his hand in hers.

      They left the room and their sleeping daughter. With a wave of his hand, the fire sparked to life.  It wasn’t a thing he’d been able to do in New Orleans, but here, in Faerie, the laws were different.

      “The curse means he must have a reasonable chance of finding her,” Tam said.

      “Yes.”

      “If we stay with you, he will not have any chance of finding her. I don’t know much about curses, but I understand faeries better than most mortals. They’ll come after us in an onslaught, and eventually they’ll win. They’ll steal us or--”

      “I’d die for my daughter,” Irial interrupted.

      “I know, but I don’t think that would change it. You’d be dead, and she would still be trapped in the Summer Court.” Tam sat and patted the sofa beside her. Once he sat, she asked, “Would you sacrifice her to save her? Sacrifice me?”

      “Thelma—”

      “I have a plan. You cannot visit us. Not you. Not Gabe. No one.” Tam stared at him as if will alone could reach him. “I’ll teach her to hate what you are. Hate all faeries. She’ll be safe from Keenan that way, and then I’ll teach my granddaughter someday if one is born. My very human granddaughter. You said he hadn’t come near finding the right mortal ever before. He nearly found me because of your attention.”

      Irial looked as heartbroken as she felt. Inky black tears slid down his cheeks.

      “I wish we would stay here, be a family. I’d watch her, teach her, and you could create your art. At night, I’d tell her stories. With actors or a band or whatever made her smile . . .”

      “Irial—”

      “And then, she’d sleep, under guard, with dragons patrolling and monsters at every window and door.” Irial smiled sadly. “And I would be happy. Is it written somewhere that I cannot have that?”

      “I love you,” Tam reminded him. “But she deserves a chance at a life without faeries, and that means . . . you have to let me go. You have to let her go. For our daughter.”

      “Thelma . . .”

      “We have a couple months. Sorcha said we had that here, that it was why Elena was born so quickly, but after that, when I return to the world, you must never visit us again.” Tam was not weeping, despite the pain in her heart. She would protect her daughter, hide away from faeries, and teach Elena to do so.

      “Not New Orleans,” he said, voice urgent. “Keenan knew you were there and Niall knows about you—”

      “No, not there. I can’t go to the house where we were without you at my side,” Tam whispered. “I couldn’t bear that.”

      He rested his forehead against hers. “I hate him. Hate Beira, too. I want to raise our daughter, be with you, and watch our grandchildren and have none of them ever fall into his clutches.”

      “I know. In a few decades, though, I’ll be gone. You can stay away from us that long at least. If Elena makes another choice, she’ll find you.” Tam’s words were as much question as order, but she needed his word on this. Another vow.

      Faeries don’t lie. That fact was, once again, essential.

      Instead of answering, Irial kissed her. His lips were a sort of magic that had nothing to do with what he was and everything to do with who he was. The first kiss they’d shared made her think it was simply that she’d been faery-struck, but she knew better now. He tasted like shadows and temptation, and Tam let herself melt into his embrace.
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      Late into the night, when both Thelma and Elena were asleep, Irial stood at the side of the cradle longer than he’d planned. She was his, and he might never see her again. He wouldn’t watch her grow or see what she was like. Would she be an artist like her mother? Would shadows cling to her as they did to him?

      A stray thought that he could steal her, hide her, protect her drifted through his mind. That was quelled by his love for Thelma, but he knew himself.  He was the embodiment of the Dark. Self-control and reason weren’t his greatest strengths by far. He did, however, know the faery who held such traits in excess: the High Queen.

      Irial kissed Elena’s head, and then he went to the private gardens of the High Queen. No one stopped him. Instead, a guard opened the gate as if he was expected.

      “Sometimes your ability to see the future is irritating.” He took the seat across from Sorcha, though, and he looked at the fine glass of whisky she’d poured for him. “Generous.”

      She met his eyes. “I am sorry for your loss.”

      “What if I kill Beira? Go home. Murder her. Would that help?”

      Sorcha frowned, but he knew that expression was part of her process. The frown was her looking at threads, different possibilities for futures. She’d study them, follow them, compare them to other threads.

      “Your court would weaken. Then, I’d become dangerous.” She met his gaze. “We cannot allow that, Irial. You know better than most any creature alive that I must not walk in their world.”

      Irial repressed a shiver. Sorcha no longer left Faerie, and even that was only because he was strong enough to keep her in check.  He wasn’t strong the way Winter was, but the High Queen heard him when he said no—just as he listened when she did. Right now, she was telling him no.

      He nodded. “What about Keenan? I could stab him and—”

      “The world would freeze. Death everywhere.” Sorcha sighed. “You could come home. All the courts here but in time . . . no. The cold would destroy many here, too. Keenan should not die right now.”

      “What if I convince Thelma to hide with me? She and Elena and I could—”

      “Irial,” the High Queen interrupted. “There are no other answers you will like. No thread that can be found. Do you not think I’ve looked?”

      He drained the glass and refilled it.

      “Summer must be able to find his missing queen,” she said. “The curse was well crafted. Absolute. There are no exceptions.”

      “My daughter, though . . . she’s a babe.” He wasn’t sentimental in the way of Summer, but he had feelings aplenty. Even if he hadn’t, fatherhood was a strange leveler.

      “Elena will not be his queen,” Sorcha said. “He’ll find her daughter, though.”

      “If Elena never marries, or what if she weds a woman or—”

      “You created this curse, Irial. There is no way that the child with summer-light in her will not be born.” Sorcha reached out and touched his wrist in a brief show of affection. “You and Thelma weren’t able to resist, and you knew who she was. What chance will Elena have? Her daughter? They will be swayed by their fates. Each woman in the cursed line will give birth to a daughter, and each daughter will give birth to a daughter, and so on until the curse is broken. The instant Thelma rejected her fate successfully—the night she chose to come to you and hide--Elena was destined to be born. Had you not met Thelma, or had you rejected her affections, there are other threads that would have led to her birth. Instead she was born of love.”

      “So, there’s no thread that spares her?” His voice was heavy with the impotent rage that twisted in his stomach. Whisky didn’t quench it, and willpower didn’t ease it.

      “Some things must be. The details can change, but the ends are sometimes . . . inevitable. If you agree to Thelma’s plan, Elena will not wed Keenan. If not, she will.” Sorcha looked away, and he knew that whatever she was thinking was not about his daughter. All the queen said, though, was, “The child of your child will meet Keenan. That much is certain. It must happen. The cold grows too strong.”

      The two old friends drank in silence until the whisky bottle ran dry.

      “Can you protect her from me?”

      “You are not a danger to Thelma or Elena.” Sorcha shook her head, and he knew she was resisting chastising him. He heard it all the same. Countless centuries balancing one another made them at ease as he was with few people. Once he had that with Miach, but the last Summer King was dead now.

      “If I know they’re out there, I won’t be able to stay away from them. I’ll start a war. I’ll die or kill Beira, Keenan, all of us.” He tossed the bottle at the wall behind Sorcha, but it reformed and soon rested on the tablet the moment it shattered.  Full now.

      “You won’t.”

      “Because you’ll make me forget,” he said. “That is what must happen. I know it, and I accept it.”

      The High Queen nodded. “Little by little, you’ll remember details about Thelma. You must: your court has met her.”

      “They know she left me,” he said.

      “And so, you will think she left, and that you did not find her.”

      “But—”

      “And you will seek her someday, to verify that she is well.” The High Queen had the far-away tone in her voice, as if she was watching the future now. “You’ll notice she had a child, and that will make you stay away. The Dark Court is no place for a child.”

      “My child.”

      “You will not consider that she is yours when you check on Thelma.” Sorcha refilled their glasses to the top as if it was water they drank. Then, she said, “Later, you’ll meet Elena again. Threads will move, and I cannot say when or why, but in each possible world, you will speak to your daughter when she is an adult. She will hear your voice tell her that she is loved, and she will understand the choices you made.”

      “It’s not enough.”

      Sorcha ignored him and added, “And neither my own nor your court shall harm the children born of your blood, Irial. This will be as law. My vow.”

      He bowed his head, even as tears fell like spilled ink on his face.

      “My vow that none of the Dark Court shall harm my daughter or the children of her blood,” he swore, “unto eternity my daughter and hers will be safe.

      A loud chime echoed through Faerie as the vows of both High and Dark Courts were made law. He didn’t ask how or why it would work without anyone under his command actually knowing who they were. It simply would happen that no faery of either court would be able to hurt them. Irial knew far too well how absolute binding could be. The one he’d placed on the Summer King was about to effectively steal away Irial’s own child.

      Bindings were immutable things.

      “And when my future grandchild or great-great-a dozen times great-granddaughter becomes the Summer Queen?”

      Sorcha laughed, and it was a strange, lovely sound, as if the world itself had burst into symphony. “Oh, she’ll find you.”

      A quick gesture in the air, and before them was a hazy figure. She looked enough like Thelma that he knew without asking who she was. The Summer Queen. A girl born of his blood in years to come. With her was Keenan, looking full of himself. Unbound.

      Irial stood and walked closer.

      Looking rather like she could be one of Gabriel’s daughters, arrogant and powerful, the image of the Summer Queen cocked her head and stepped forward—toward Irial, as if they were actually in the same place.

      Keenan didn’t move to stop her.

      The Summer Queen let a trickle of sunlight seep into her voice, a tiny reminder of what she was, what she was capable of. She was close enough that the desert heat of her breath scorched Irial’s face when she whispered, “Don’t threaten me.”

      Irial couldn’t take his gaze away from her. His child would lead to this magnificent queen. The sweet baby in a cradle would either give birth to this future queen or she’d give birth to another child, who would birth a daughter. Either way, this magnificent faery queen was his blood. His future heir.

      “Is she happy?” he asked, not looking away from her.

      “She will be.”

      Then the apparition kissed Keenan’s cheeks. “Go on. I can deal with him.” She waved her hand at people Irial couldn’t see.

      His own voice echoed from the emptiness. “Now that he’s gone, let’s you and I get to know each other.”

      The Summer Queen’s smile was caught between mortal innocence and faery cunning. He’d seen such a smile on his own lips. She was going to be a strong queen. He knew that already.

      And she’d clearly had some affection for the kingling. It wasn’t the passion he felt for Thelma, but the girl was young. Perhaps, that would change for her in time. As much as he wanted to punch Keenan in his pretty face for debauchery with Irial’s future heir, he still wanted her to feel loved, cherished, worshipped.

      The image of the future Summer Queen vanished.

      “You’ll meet her, and you won’t know why you want to help her, but you will feel it. You’ll make sacrifices again. For love.” Sorcha leaned close to him. “For all that you are the Dark Court, you love in a way that few ever can, Irial. It is irrational, but this choice you make is right.”

      He grabbed the bottle and turned away.

      “One year, maybe a few months more. I can allow that much,” she said. “You may go there, do what you must so neither Beira nor Keenan think you are dead.”

      He laughed dryly.

      “And you must tell no one. Even your Gabriel. Let the Hounds run, and let your . . . creatures free to wreak what havoc they must.”

      “The threads—"

      “This will lead to the necessary path, Irial.”

      He stopped at the mouth of the garden. “I am in your debt for . . . all of it.”

      “No debt is owed, Iri, not on this. You may think me cold—”

      “I don’t,” he said, glancing back at her. “You know that.”

      The High Queen nodded. Her gaze drifted to a flower bed they’d destroyed together once in a brief moment of shared negotiations. “I would destroy the world for my brother. It is not the same, but I do understand the madness of love.”

      Irial’s throat felt too tight for words. Perhaps she did. Perhaps many people did, but they were not about to lose that. He would lose the woman who seemed as essential as any could possibly ever be.

      He would lose his daughter.

      A year? He had a year to love them, and then they’d be ripped from his memories and his life. It felt like the sort of curse that he wouldn’t wish on hated foes—and he was doing it to himself.

      Let them leave.

      Let them go.

      But not yet. Not today. Not this year.

      He returned to the cottage where his beloved mortal and child waited.

      When Irial told her what they’d do, Thelma wept as though her heart might break. “You won’t remember us?”

      “I’ll remember everything up to when you left the house.” He wrapped his arms around her. “And after I meet Elena again, I’ll know all of it.”

      “What if you don’t meet her?”

      He shook his head.  The fact that he would forget his own daughter seemed a punishment that he wouldn’t wish on anyone. He wouldn’t remember Thelma saying she loved him. He wouldn’t remember the way he felt when he found her again, when they stared at their daughter in awe together. All of it ripped away.

      At his own request.

      He was a monster.

      “And I—”

      “Will keep every memory.” Irial kissed the tears that raced over her cheeks. “You need to remember so you can keep her safe. In this year before I forget, I’ll make provisions to provide for you, for her, for her daughter--”

      “Her daughter?”

      He smiled as he lied to her by not sharing what he knew. “I hope to one day see one of my grandchildren, Thelma. Can we not call her a daughter, too?”

      “Of course!” She kissed him lightly and said, “I’ll tell her about you. Elena. Her daughter. I’ll write you letters every week so you don’t miss it forever,” she swore.

      And Irial nodded, because what else was there to do? He’d created a curse that was destroying his own life. After over a thousand years, he’d found love again, and in a brief flicker of time he wouldn’t even know later, he would lose it.
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      When Irial told her what he’d done, Tam wept. He would forget her. The idea made sense, but she detested it all the same.

      “I could not guarantee that I would stay away,” he said. “When it happens, Sorcha will introduce us. You will be a mortal I met. That is it. Until the Summer Queen is found, I will not remember . . . us.”

      “I won’t forget.” Tam stared at him, the guardian devil who had changed her life and given her a daughter. “I won’t. I need to know so I can be careful and—”

      “You will not forget anything.” Irial kissed her tears away. “Only me, and through me my court. I cannot erase Keenan’s memory, but he has not seen you. I cannot erase Niall’s, but he saw you only in passing.”

      “Beira?”

      “Not her, Bananach, or Rika, but Thelma”—he made her look at him—“they are faeries who will live for centuries. They saw you once, and while I think you were carved from my very dreams, to them you were a mortal, fleeting, presumed dead.”

      “I wish we could stay here.”

      “I wish I could keep you at my side, but we only have a few months. No more.” Irial stared at her as if to memorize her face, and the impulse of it, of attempting to outwit the very thing they were doing intentionally, made her smile. There was no rule, no boundary, that he saw before him. In that, there were of a like mind.

      The ability to fight the curse was gone by their choice: a choice that was about keeping their daughter safe.

      She’d miss his laugh, his dry wit, his indulgent sensuality, his voice as he read to her by candlelight, but she’d miss this as much as the rest. He kissed her like she was the air he needed. Nothing held back, no thought of any moment before or after. Irial kissed like his life would end if they dared stop.

      So tonight, she didn’t bother with any pretenses.

      In a matter of moments, his clothes were gone, as were hers.

      Tam straddled him there on the sofa. His eyes held in her gaze, she lowered herself, taking him into her body.

      “Thelma . . .” His hands gripped her hips as they started to move. Nothing magic other than them, their love, their connection. There were times when the magic of the Dark King was a welcome aspect of their lovemaking, but tonight, she wanted none of that.

      Just him.

      Just Irial.

      “There will never be another man for me,” she promised.

      When he tried to answer, she kissed him again. A mortal lifespan was but a blink, but she didn’t want him to be alone for eternity.

      After, when they were sated but still intimately connected, she closed her eyes and tried to freeze every detail in her mind. The way his held her as if she would vanish into the air, the sound of his breathing matching hers, the feeling of completion when he was inside her, and the way the very shadows seemed to caress her skin as they made love.

      “As long as you are alive, Thelma Foy, my heart will belong to no other.” Irial’s words were magical in a way she hadn’t wanted. “I cannot offer you things a mortal man could—or the things I want to offer you—but you have my vow on this. My heart is yours as long as you live.”

      In the space between the words, Irial created a thing out of the very air, a glimmering green stone that he held out to her.

      “This is a sliver of my heart,” he said.

      Tam looked at it, but didn’t accept it.

      “My nature given shape.” He pressed it into her hand. “Wear it always.”

      The stone was warm, as if a heart truly beat there in her hand. She placed her other hand on his chest, seeking the reassuring thump of his heartbeat under the skin.

      Irial covered her hand with his. “My heart will always beat for you, as long as you live.”

      “But you’ll stay away?” she asked, not looking up from where their hands rested on his bare chest.

      The shadows in the room all surged toward her, as if to embrace her in intangible arms. She knew that the shadows could be as strong as solid things, holding her, touching her. They could wrap around her like a warm cloak or a thick almost gelatinous mass to help protect her.

      “The High Queen will make it so I . . . can do that, and she’ll hide Elena’s heritage.” Irial’s voice was rougher than she’d ever heard, neither sorrow nor rage alone could explain the pain in him.

      “I know you didn’t mean to curse me—or her.” Tam cupped his face in her hands. “I know that.”

      “I’d die for you. For her.”

      Tam brushed her lips over his before saying, “I know, my love. I do.”

      And they stayed that way until their daughter woke.
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        * * *

      

      A year was not enough, and Tam wept more often than she’d like. Sometimes, she started arguments with him, but every time, she found herself unable to let that impulse reign. Casting him away now didn’t make her heart ache less; it simply made it start sooner.

      And she resented his court. All courts but Sorcha’s, to be truthful. His duties pulled him away, and she fostered that resentment until it created hate for the faeries in the mortal world. Irial saw it, but he said nothing. Her hate would be a well she cherished when she spoke to their daughter.

      Those faeries made her unsafe.

      Those faeries made her daughter unsafe.

      Those faeries would harm her beloved Irial if they knew he was with her and Elena.

      Those faeries thought her beloved Irial was a monster.

      And so, Tam had no love for them. Not the faeries of other courts. Not the faeries of his court.

      They watched Elena take her first steps, say her first words, and then at night when she slept—or when she napped—Tam spent every moment she could trying to learn all there was about Irial. His secrets. What made him laugh. What he dreamed of. What he liked. They spoke and they made love, and when they slept, they were entwined.

      When he suggested she could move on in the mortal world, they fought. It only happened twice.

      “With my faery child?” she asked.  “She has the Sight, and she’s not human. How would I explain that?”

      The Dark King frowned.

      “Or my independent wealth? I make jewelry, Irial, and I do not come from wealth, but you have—"

      “Provided for you. For my daughter. It is my right to take care of you in this way, at least.” He rarely raised his voice, but on this he was irrational.

      Tam could finance a small nation with the wealth he’d given her. Jewels for her work. Stacks of silver and gold and brass. Stores. Buildings. Every time he returned, he added more papers to a box that held deeds and keys with addresses. Tam was wealthier than any person in the nation.

      And she’d trade all of it for him.

      “I love you,” she whispered. And in that, she knew he heard all the rest.

      “I love you, Thelma Foy. Even when I forget, do not doubt that the love exists. It is simply hidden.”

      They spoke less, and made love more as time passed, and when she was ready to leave Faerie, when the time was upon her, Tam had to decide if she would tell Irial of the child that quickened within her womb. Elena would have a sibling.
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        * * *

      

      After several days, Tam woke him and said, “I have news.”

      “News?”

      They were mere days from the moment she and Elena would return to the world, the day when Irial would forget them entirely.

      Tam took his hand and placed it on her stomach.

      Irial’s eyes widened.

      “Can you ask Sorcha to—”

      “No.” He shook his head. “Let this one have time to grow where she or he is safe inside your body, under your heart. If the child wants to see me, give her or him my ring and send my child to me.”

      Tam bowed her head.

      “Faeries do not create children together. It is a choice, a bonded act, and one I have never entered. To carry a child risks probable death for us, but for mortals, it is safer,” Irial said. “In all my years, I’ve never thought to ask a woman to gift me with a child, and here you are, blessing me twice.”

      “I’ll take care of them.”

      Irial kissed her not yet rounded stomach. “When they are grown, give them the choice to find me.”

      “My vow,” Tam promised.

      “They will know of you, and I will always love you,” Tam added, their hands entwined on her stomach.

      It wasn’t enough, not for either of them, but it was the fate they’d drawn.

      “Loving you and the children is my privilege,” he assured her.

      And they made love yet again as they waited for morning.
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        Twelve Months Later

        

      

      Irial drank deep from the goblet Sorcha handed him. His entire body burned as if lightning slid into his veins and heart.

      “And who might you be?” he asked the lovely woman who was there with the High Queen.

      “Thelma.”

      He eyed the child standing near her. “Yours?”

      “They’re under my protection, Irial.” Sorcha smiled at him. “The child will need to be hidden in the mortal world soon. Your court will not harm her—or her children. I will owe you a gift if you do this.”

      Irial studied the girl. There was a touch of fey to her. Some careless faery had fathered a child in his time in the mortal world. He knew Sorcha often blinded or captured them. As far as he knew, she’d never let one return to the mortal world, so it was peculiar that she’d offered this one her protection.

      “I will instruct the court,” he said.

      The girl toddled toward him and ordered, “Up.”

      Her mother, Thelma, stifled a sob, and Irial flashed her his most charming smile. “I’ll not hurt her or you, Thelma. I give you my word. I’m not a father myself, but I’m fond of children.”

      He scooped the child into his arms and carried her back to her mother.

      Tears trickled from Thelma’s eyes. “If I can ever . . . show you my appreciation, Irial, I’d only ask that you . . . that . . .” She met his eyes. “My door is ever open if you want to see me while I am in this world.”

      Then she turned and ran.

      And Irial had the overwhelming urge to chase her, to go wherever she might.

      “She’s human,” Sorcha said, drawing his gaze. “She’ll go to their world for now, but when the child is grown, Thelma will return here to live out her days. You can visit her once before she returns there, and as often as she wants when she comes back to Faerie. You will not know where she is over there.”

      He chuckled. “I have plenty of distractions, Sorcha. You needn’t worry that I’ll be plaguing one you want to protect.” He paused. “Is the child Devlin’s?”

      “No.” Sorcha sighed. “She made the mistake of falling in love with one of us, though. Her heart is broken, and I want her to have space to heal. Someday, the child’s granddaughter will make a choice that will change the world.”

      There was no way to know whether that choice was a painting the High Queen would cherish or a cure for something. Irial had long since realized that asking too many questions of the future-seeing regent was futile.

      He stared in the direction the woman had gone. Thelma. She was lovely, and perhaps he could ease her sorrows. He might not be the faery who’d broken her heart, but he was certain that he was a more than adequate salve on whatever longing plagued her.

      “Have I met her before?”

      At that, the High Queen pressed her lips together before saying, “She seems to like you, Irial, so I cannot imagine that you have.”

      Irial laughed. The High Queen herself liked him. That was one of many secrets the two regents shared. He shook off the strange urge to follow the mortal.

      For now.

      “What brings you to my realm, Irial?”

      “Mine, as well,” he reminded his balancing regent lightly. “I may not live here, but I share dominion here as the Seasonal Courts do over there.”

      “I do not forget.” Sorcha’s answering smile was equivalent to a laugh from most faeries, but she was one of the oldest of their kind, the embodiment of logic. Laughter was a rare treat from her.

      “You know I cursed the kingling. I’ve always been able to find his missing powers—and the woman who held them--as a result.”

      The High Queen made a small gesture to continue.

      “Something’s changed.” The Dark King looked at his opposing regent, letting his worry into his expression, telling her in his voice and face that he was concerned. It was a strange accord they had, a way to find balance without conflict most of the time. Unlike the Winter and Summer Courts, Irial and Sorcha had often sought balance.

      “I know,” she said quietly. “You used to know what had changed, too. At your request, you have forgotten.”

      Irial paused and glanced after Thelma again. He didn’t ask if she was a part of it, but it raised questions about the importance of the child with her. If he’d sought forgetfulness, there was reason for it. Was she the mortal? Had the High Queen stolen the future Summer Queen? Was the choice her child would make the one that would end Winter’s curse? Had he and Sorcha conspired to hide the future Summer Queen or her kin?

      He’d obviously agreed to help in some way. “So, the future queen will be halfling? A faery’s child?”

      “No. By then, she’ll be stronger than mortal, but not a halfling. The girl’s mother will not wed a faery.”

      “Which girl? Thelma? Her daughter? What do you see?” Irial kept his voice low, stepping near and offering Sorcha his hand as she stepped from the dais toward him.

      “Thelma will teach her daughter and her daughter’s daughter to fear us.” Sorcha rested her hand on his arm. “But things will be as they must in the end. You agreed with me, else you’d remember what I know and what she knows. If you doubt me, ask her. No one forces you to do anything, Irial. You know that.”

      “I agreed with this plan?”

      “Not only that. You agreed and devised it with me.” Sorcha squeezed his arm. “Trust me, Irial. We want the same end here.”

      Irial’s heart hurt at that thought. Thelma was in pain from whatever secret she had, and though he was a monster, he obviously had decided to help the mortal woman. He shook his head once.

      “You will ask one of your trusted to hide the girl or I will,” Sorcha said. “But you will mark her as protected by yours and mine.”

      Irial nodded.

      “You will not know where she is, Irial. You’ve vowed that,” Sorcha added. “And you will not recall our conversations about her. She was a friend to you, and you’ve offered her your protection in the best way you could.”

      “More vows?”

      The High Queen whispered, “This was a wise plan, Iri.”

      He startled at the affectionate use of his name—that was rarer than Sorcha’s laughter.

      Then he glanced in the direction Thelma had gone. He knew her somehow.

      “I can visit her tonight,” he half-asked.

      “Yes, but only tonight. After that, if you meet her, you will not know her. It was a clever binding that you wrought. It . . . is an honor to know you, Irial.”

      Then Sorcha released his arm and turned away. Her voice trailed back as she left. “Go to her. She is filled with sorrow over her child being raised in that world.”

      And then Irial was alone in a garden that was far too cultivated, far too orderly for his mood.

      As much as he hated to listen to the suggestion of the High Queen, Irial thought that she was wiser than any living being, so he made his way to the village where mortals lived in Faerie. He’d find the woman, and he’d accept her invitation.

      One night.

      Somehow, it didn’t seem like nearly enough, even though he wasn’t sure why that was.

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            “Love Hurts: A Wicked Lovely Story”

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Set after the Wicked Lovely series

        

      

      Irial looked at the letters that had been delivered to the current house in Huntsdale.  He stood in the doorway, exposed in his bare feet and bare chest. Spring, fortunately, was a true and reliable event the past few years. If anything, the former Dark King was wondering if the season had come a touch early this year. Trees were erupting in new growth, and the ground seemed speckled with flowers. If not for the curious, hand-delivered package, he’d be debating popping over to Winter’s abode and asking for a last frost, just a brief freezing before the Summer Queen had her way with nature.

      Not that he minded an early summer, of course, simply that he was the embodiment of Discord. Stirring a minor tiff over the greenery seemed the right path. It had, in fact, been his plan. Now, though, he couldn’t focus.  In his hand was what appeared to be the key to his unraveling. Yellowed pages were covered in protective sheaths. It was the word on the top that left him, the man who had led the Court of Nightmares and Monsters, terrified.

      Da

      Dadaih.

      Athair.

      Father.

      Irial was the embodiment of chaos, of discord. He’d fought, slain, and even died. He’d loved and lost—more than once. His first love, Niall, abandoned him for many centuries. His next love, Thelma, left and died without their even reuniting. The third love, Leslie, had risked death to leave him.

      Dadaih.

      The script went from childish to mature.  The sophistication of the words changed, and the tone grew cold.

      Father.

      With a jolt, Irial realized that the door was still open. Still, he stood at the threshold of his home, a house he shared with the current Dark King, and read. Flowers bloomed outside, and the sky was clear. Somehow, Irial felt as if a storm was about to erupt.  Sadly, his was not a court of nature, as the Winter Court and Summer Court were. He could not send storms free to vent his feelings. All he could do was draw shadows to his skin.

      Da.

      Irial read that one word in all its forms repeatedly. He didn’t need to read the pages that were stacked in the other envelope to know that sender’s name. Thelma was the only of the three people he’d loved who had died. She was gone.

      And between leaving me and dying, she had my child.
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        * * *

      

      Niall stood in the grand lobby of the Benedum Center, appreciating the now-familiar chandeliers of theater. In the latter part of the 1900s, it had been a concert hall of a different sort. He’d seen both Prince and Bob Marley there in the ‘80s.  These days, it housed both opera and ballet, and as much as some faeries mocked his fondness for both, the current Dark King knew that anyone who doubted the appeal of opera simply hadn’t been paying attention. It was often terribly tragic stuff, rife with manipulation, murder, and mayhem.  Any faery worth his salt would like theatre.

      Luckily, even the fey like the Hounds, who might not understand his love of this type of art, appreciated arts and music in general. Even better, Leslie shared his interest. Typically, Irial did, too.

      Tonight, they had planned to see Faust, a French opera of the medieval scholar who makes an ill-fated deal with a devil. Niall had, not so secretly, always wondered if Méphistophélès was inspired by Irial. An unwise bargain with a “devil” who is clever . . . the idea seemed rather more fitting than a mortal dealing with the fey, and although Irial never owned up to it, Niall recalled the years the courts all gathered in Germany.  Goethe met fey creatures.

      Of that, Niall was certain.

      But the devil in question, Irial, had made excuses to miss the opera tonight. Worse yet, he’d done so badly. Now, Niall was left trying to convince Leslie that all was well—an illusion neither she nor he believed.

      A glass of wine. A smile. A stroll under beautiful chandeliers that sparkled in the high-ceilinged lobby that was filled with mortals and more than a few fey things. It should’ve been lovely.

      “You look beautiful,” he told his date again.

      “And you look handsome,” Leslie replied.

      This is when Irial would’ve made an inappropriate remark, fished for praise, or simply kissed one of them. His absence rankled. The lights all seemed to dim at once as shadows swarmed to Niall like a ripple of midnight seeping into the evening.

      Leslie’s hand tightened on his arm, and Niall sent his emotions like a nourishing elixir toward the rest of his court. Some of his faeries perched in nooks in the high ceiling, and others languished in the room, dressed in human guises, pretending to be nothing more than ruffians amongst the gentry in their fine dresses. It was far from the theatre of the past, where everyone was bedecked in gems and formal attire, but it was still very much a crowd where those who have wanted to be clear that they were superior.

      Or maybe they were as smitten by the grand spectacle of the opera as he was. His box seat was not a statement of status. It was simply a space where he could have privacy.  No one not with him was in the box.  The idea of reserving only a few seats in the box seemed odd. Privacy mattered.

      He and Leslie made their way to the Dark Court’s seasonal box and took their seats.

      She was silent, uncharacteristically so, but he was attempting to respect that. They were never awkward, with or without Irial at their sides, but tonight things were tense in a palpable way.  Irial had asked Niall to excuse him, had put Niall in the position of misleading Leslie. There was no good answer, so Niall had chosen evasiveness as his solution to the mess.

      Leslie vibrated with tension at his side. The lights dimmed, and he thought that the moment of risk was over.  Then she leaned closer.

      “He’s not ill?”

      And as much as Niall wished he could lie, he could not do so. “No.”

      “Injured?”

      As much as he did not want the former Dark King to be ill, he could not help the flicker that came over him in that moment. “Not yet.”

      Leslie smiled wanly.

      “I don’t understand either,” Niall admitted. “He’s avoiding me.”

      The show began, and with every tear that trickled down Leslie’s cheek, Niall thought about strangling Irial. Avoiding him Niall could forgive. Avoiding her? There was no excuse that Niall could imagine accepting.

      After the show, Niall and Leslie walked to the street, and there a steed waited. It was a living creature, one that had the heart of a wild steed but chose to serve as Leslie’s personal guard. Not quite a horse, not exactly a car, it was a member of the Hunt, but was riderless and technically remained so.  Leslie was not a Hound, so she couldn’t be its rider—and the steed tolerated no other unless Leslie was there, too. Tonight, it wore the illusion of being a fire-red convertible.

      Leslie caressed the side of the car, much the way one greets a beloved pet. The fact that this particular “pet” was a monstrous beast with fire glimmering where eyes ought to be was immaterial. She was beloved by the whole of the Dark Court.

      “He’ll explain, or we’ll make him,” Niall swore to her as he walked around to the passenger seat.

      The engine roared when Leslie’s hands touched the steering wheel. She didn’t steer, not really. The steed carried her home or wherever else she wanted, as if it were a car.  And Niall chose not to linger long on the thought that this once-mortal woman had tamed a steed so thoroughly that it functioned as her car—and seemed quite content to do so.

      When they reached the apartment where she lived—in a building he’d recently and stealthily bought when the landlord was causing her anxiety—Leslie stayed in the car, as it purred loudly enough to mimic a fine engine.  She stroked the dashboard and steering wheel. After a moment she announced, “I’ll handle Irial.”

      And Niall wasn’t fool enough to argue. If anything, he was certain that when he returned from his trip the issue would be resolved. Leslie wasn’t meek, and she’d become downright formidable these last few years.

      “Should I warn him?” Niall asked lightly.

      “Not unless you want to get caught in the crossfire.” Leslie stepped out of the car. “I won’t have him ruin our night, though.  Join me?”

      If Méphistophélès were a woman, she’d be no more tempting than Leslie as she held out a hand.  Niall would give her his soul, his vow, whatever she wanted. He was certain Irial would, too.

      “Forever,” Niall told Leslie as he took her hand.

      And she smiled with a sweet darkness that made him wonder how he could have earned such love.

      The weekend would come, and they would confront the secretive faery they both loved.  Whatever Irial was hiding was something they could figure out together. First, Niall would attend to business, and Leslie to her classes.
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        * * *

      

      Irial was no closer to knowing what to do about the news of his child than the day he’d learned the news. Niall was away, and Leslie should be in class. Irial had counted on that time to figure it all out.

      The doors to the study opened with a thunderous noise.

      “You’re avoiding me.” Leslie stood in the doorway to the library after flinging open the doors in a burst of temper.  Her once-blonde hair had become increasingly shadow-dark over the last three years, finally reaching the black of the ink that Rabbit had once tattooed in her skin.

      College would end soon, and their lives would change. Irial wasn’t sure how—and he was afraid to ask.

      What if she wants to move away?

      He did not stand. “What do you mean?”

      “The opera?”

      “Ah.” Irial nodded. “You weren’t alone, though.”

      She sighed. “Is it because you are feeling guilty?

      Irial shrugged. Guilt? Perhaps. He’d unknowingly abandoned a child—and he was hiding it from both Niall and Leslie. He paused. “Aren’t you to be in classes today?”

      Leslie scowled. “I couldn’t concentrate.” She stared at him. “You promised not to meddle. I know there aren’t threats like there used to be. Bananach is dead. Ren is . . . ”

      “Apparently missing,” Irial filled in helpfully.

      She’d never asked, and he’d never volunteered an answer on that particular situation. Ren had threatened Leslie, their Leslie, in order to draw out the faeries who loved her.  They’d been drawn out, and when they had, Niall had removed the threat to their shadow girl.

      “I don’t want you to meddle, but if you do . . . don’t avoid me afterward,” she ordered.

      One of the abyss guardians—sentient shadows that were typically only tied to the Dark King or his consort—slithered over to encase Leslie.

      “Hello, sweetie,” she whispered to the shadow-wrought creature as she came into the room and pulled the door behind her.

      The soft snick of the door catching was loud in the still of the room, and Irial felt strangely like prey for a moment.

      “I don’t only need you when there’s trouble,” she announced. “Don’t you understand that?”

      Mutely, Irial nodded. The shadows glided back to the walls as if they’d only ever been the ordinary shadows any lamp or shelf would cast.

      After a moment, Leslie crossed her arms and held his gaze. “What are you hiding?”

      “Hiding?” Irial echoed. The sight of her, the sheer force of her mortal self striding through the house of monsters, left him longing.

      “I know you, Irial,” Leslie said.

      “That you do, shadow girl.” Truth be told, he’d slaughter near every being in the world at her whim. Leslie’s very existence was a balsam on a soul that felt increasingly shredded these last few decades. Denying her was physically painful.

      Of course, seeing her today ripped at his heart more than he expected. Thinking about her inevitable death seemed impossible now that he was thinking of Thelma, and tangled into that was the thought of a child.  His child.

      Half-fey children lived much longer than mortals, but not as long as faeries. Would he want that? Would Leslie? Would Niall?

      A child would be complicated, but the thought of watching his own daughter or son grow up made Irial struggle to breath.  He had never had that, and according to the letters he’d received, he should have. The closest he’d come was the half-fey children that Gabriel had sired. He was an “uncle” of sorts to many halflings, but the thought of his own child suddenly filled him with longing.

      As she walked toward Irial, her footsteps were muffled by the overly thick burgundy and gold rug.  Shadows puddled where she stepped as if to soak up some sort of magic in her very touch.

      “I do not ask you to be my tiger on a leash,” Leslie explained softly.

      “Mmmm.”

      She paused, despite the catch in her breathing and the widening of her eyes. The control she had made him certain that she could rule a nation of pirates . . . or monsters.  Leslie was not immune to his allure, but if he didn’t know better, he might think she was.

      The sound of her breathing, of her trying not to run to him, was enough to make him have to resist leaning forward.  For all of his centuries of living, only one other mortal had made him feel so oddly human. That was over a century before Leslie had been born, and he still wondered if he ought to mention it to her.

      Niall knew. Gabriel had known. The only others who remembered his brief relationship were fey of his court, those who would not share his secret—even with Leslie.

      “You’re staring,” she teased, voice breathless as he felt.

      “As are you.”

      “It’s been three weeks since I saw you. Staring is sort of inevitable.”

      “Ah, and here I worried you were immune by now,” he kept his voice teasing, but they both knew that he could not lie.

      It was a fear—one of many these days. The gazes of others, fey and mortal, still raked over him. From thistle-skinned creatures of the Dark Court to the Scrimshaw Sisters of the Winter Court to the vine-bedecked Summer Girls, faeries watched him as if he was every dream they had. Although he knew Leslie wanted him, she could—and did—leave for weeks.

      Niall did the same.  It made Irial prone to waves of melancholy. If those who loved him didn’t long for every moment with him, was he . . . lacking?

      “Immune? To you?” Leslie laughed softly. “We both know that’s impossible. Staring would be just as unavoidable if I’d seen you last week. I always want to see you, Iri. That’s part of love.”

      “I do love you,” he assured her.

      There was a question in her words, though, one he was trying to avoid answering. Telling her she had his heart didn’t seem to be enough this time. Niall had delivered Irial’s excuses to Leslie, but neither of them believed him. The difference, of course, was that Niall was more tolerant of Irial’s tendency toward secrecy.  They lived together more peacefully than he’d hoped possible because they both kept more than a few boxes of secrets hidden away.

      Leslie had no such patience.

      She stood in front of Irial now, her knees not quite touching his, and he had to resist the dual urges to reach out and to run away. “But you could’ve come with Niall last week. Perhaps I am not irresistible these days . . . ?”

      “He told you that I wasn’t able to come,” Irial hedged.

      “He told me a bunch of excuses, and I’m not so innocent as to believe them. Lies are lies, Iri, even when they are delivered by someone who knows how to distract me.” Leslie caressed his face. “Why don’t you tell me you weren’t able to come, Irial? Say those words to me.”

      The half-accusing, half-angry tone in her words made his resolve falter.  He couldn’t lie outright, and those words were a lie.

      “I would say them if I could,” he admitted. “I chose not to visit.”

      Leslie withdrew her hand, leaving him wishing he could lean closer, but too proud to do so. “Because? Tell me, Irial. Is it because of threatening my landlord? He offered to extend my lease suddenly. And there was some error, apparently. I no longer owe back rent. Are you feeling guilty?”

      The former king leaned away, more to resist his own temptations than anything else.

      “I know you can’t help yourself sometimes,” Leslie allowed.

      “If I have meddled, I’m certain it was justified.” He’d far rather discuss his supposed sins than his actual ones. Then, at least, he could be truthful with her.  He hadn’t avoided her from guilt, so there was no harm in owning whatever she thought him guilty of this time.

      His reasons for avoiding her were harder to discuss.

      Once, almost four years ago, they were bound together by blood and ink. Her emotions were the food that sustained him, the wine that intoxicated him, but their bond changed him even as it nourished him. She’d severed all but the barest thread of their connection, setting him adrift in the world, feeling like a strange new version of himself.  Back then, Irial had been willing to give up everything . . . except her.  Now, he was facing the possibility of losing her.  It was an intolerable fate.

      “You’re hiding something,” she announced.

      “Trying.”

      “Failing.” She reached out again, hand not quite touching him but near enough to make him feel like a hapless insect drawn to destruction.

      “Don’t ask me why I didn’t visit,” he half-begged, half-ordered. “Tell me how to atone for this meddling you say I did.”

      He’d ruled the monsters that were only spoken of in whispers, but for the second time in his life, a human girl held power over him.

      “You didn’t do it, did you?”

      Irial shrugged. There was no harm in being held accountable for what Niall had likely done. From all of his years in the Summer Court, Niall carried an impulsiveness that sometimes made him unable to use caution or common sense—and those outside the Dark Court thought Irial guilty of many an ill-thought out act that was Niall’s doing.

      “So. . . not you.”

      “I didn’t say that, love. I am guilty of all manner of things. I simply asked which has you in this mood.” He lit a cigarette, pulling the smoke into his lungs with the comfort of a man who will never weaken or die from the poisonous stuff. It was a pleasant perk of being fey.

      “No. I can feel your emotions, Irial. It’s not the same as before, but it’s growing stronger the past few months.” Leslie spoke carefully as if she were weighing the words, sliding invisible fingers over the tendrils that flowed between their bodies again. “When I . . . cut the ties, it was like a ghost that passed by me sometimes, but now, it’s like I can feel you more and more every month.”

      “Not enough to know whether I’m truly guilty, though.”

      “True,” she murmured.

      He caught her hand and pressed it to his cheek. “Does that help?”

      Leslie laughed before saying, “Touching you always helps, but it doesn’t always make you easier to read.”

      She caressed his face for a moment before settling onto his lap.  There was no doubt in her, no insecurity as there had been when he’d first seen her.  Back then she was a broken doll hiding her fears behind a false bravado. She’d survived an assault that left her screaming inside and trying desperately to pretend she was untouched by the pain.  She’d been everything he needed for a conduit to feed the Dark Court: all but destroyed but still fierce inside.

      For the past several years, the Dark Court had been her home.  The monsters she’d saved would willingly kill or die for her. Admittedly, they’d also willingly kill for a cookie, but they wouldn’t die for just anyone.  They’d donned glamours and cheered her every victory while she was at university. They’d been planning a party for her upcoming graduation that even Irial thought might be a bit over the top, but he wasn’t their king anymore and their current king would agree to any excess if he thought it would please Leslie.

      “Niall’s away,” Irial said, trying to remember that she wasn’t only his, not now.

      “I know. I saw him last week. He isn’t avoiding me.” She slid her hand from Irial’s cheek to his throat. “I’m here to see you, Iri. You can’t hide from me if I’m in here with you.”

      Possessiveness flared at the thought of a few uninterrupted days with her.  He ground his unfinished cigarette. No amount of time with Leslie was ever enough, could ever be enough. She was too mortal, too fleeting, and fate had a horrible habit of stealing those he loved.

      As Leslie twined her arms around him and pulled him into a kiss, Irial stopped thinking. She was here now, touching him, and that was more than he’d ever expected when they’d first been bonded.  Ink exchanges were often fatal, so by the time he realized he loved her, he’d expected her to die. When she severed their bond, it held a likelihood of killing her. When he’d been poisoned, he hadn’t even had time to see her before he slipped into a comatose state. So to be kissing her several years later was . . . whatever came after miracles.

      And like all miracles, he couldn’t even quite believe this was real.  He’d been the thing that led the worst of Faerie’s monsters for over a millennium, the embodiment of Discord for the past few years, and his greatest fear was losing the two people he loved.

      He’d done so once. Twice. Three times. Centuries ago, he’d lost the faery he now shared his home with, and then he lost the mortal he’d loved, and then he’d lost Leslie briefly, and then he’d died.

      Dying ended up being a temporary state, but he felt the finiteness of life since that unfortunate event.

      Losing a loved one always hurt, but with Niall and Leslie, they were still alive even when they weren’t his. He’d been separated, partly, from them when he died. That, too, was bearable. Death of a loved one, on the other hand, was a far uglier thing. He’d gone through it once, and he’d thought the madness of losing the only other mortal he’d loved would break him. He wouldn’t do it again.

      “You must never die,” he whispered to the woman in his arms.

      Leslie smiled, kissed him again, but she made no such promises.

      Mortals age. They die. And Leslie thought she was mortal still. He hoped she was wrong, but he wasn’t sure. The thought that he might be wrong made him pull her tighter to him. “Never. Ever. Leave. Me.”
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        * * *

      

      Not long after, both of them half-drunk of kisses, Leslie watched Irial decided what and how much he could still misdirect her. It was a lie, but he had been king of the Dark Court for literal centuries. He was good at lying by way of omission, misdirection, and other subterfuge.

      “I need answers,” she nudged.

      From the comfort of the sofa, Leslie watched the centuries’ old faery pace as he acted only slightly older than the boys at university.  Faeries age slower than mortals, and Irial had been a creature of self-indulgence so long that he reacted to restrictions, rules, or confusions with a mix of temper and embarrassment.

      “Time to talk,” she announced.

      “Fine.” He sulked—and she tried not to laugh. Learning to live with the Dark Court meant learning that the monsters were often not as scary as people thought, and not nearly as scary as they pretended. At least it seemed that way to her.

      Certainly, after the battle between the courts in which Bananach died, Leslie could admit that there was a violence to them that she rarely saw.

      “I graduate in a few weeks,” she nudged. “Is that what has you upset?”

      “No.” Irial poured himself a drink.

      Lightly she said, “Sometimes I swear you have single-malt bottles in every room.”

      He grinned, drank, and refilled his glass. “I usually do, but this is the study. What sort of study lacks liquor? Or books? Or a comfortable sofa?”

      As Leslie was stretched out on said sofa, she wasn’t likely to argue. “Fair enough.”

      He shook the glass. “Drink?”

      Leslie shook her head. She was legal now, but she didn’t often drink. “My liver isn’t as eternal as yours.”

      His face darkened.

      “Is that what this is all about?” Leslie stared at him. “My lack of eternity?”

      “Perhaps.” Irial downed his drink. “I dislike how easily and quickly mortals die.”

      “I’m here right now.” She stood, hands on her hips, but regretfully not terribly intimidating. “I’m in my second decade of life, Iri. Second.”

      “And unless something changes, you only have a handful left. Not even a century.” His voice grew louder, not quite yelling but far louder than normal speech.

      Leslie took a step back. He was far from perfect, but it wasn’t like him to yell. He was calm, sardonic, charming, and a million other things. He could be irritating, and on a few occasions, she’d seen him seem cold or cruel when he and Niall were at odds.

      Never to her, though.

      “Something else is going on.” She stepped toward him, approaching as if he were a feral animal that might flee.

      “I don’t know if I can do this again,” he said quietly. He bowed his head.

      “Do what?” Leslie reached out, and he withdrew further.

      “Love someone who is going to die,” he admitted.

      As pieces started to click together, she stared, mouth agape.

      Again.

      He was afraid to love someone again who would die. Foolishly, she’d assumed there had only been Niall.  He’d lived for centuries, though. No one was sure how many. He was older than Keenan, the reigning Winter King and former Summer King, and Keenan was over nine hundred years old.

      “A human?” she asked.

      At first, Irial simply stared at her. Then he gave a nod.

      “I had no idea,” she said, as gently as she could.

      Irial shrugged. “I don’t discuss her.”

      Leslie felt like her heart would break as his wave of sorrow washed over her. The ties that bound them were still fragile things, but even the edge of his grief brought tears to her eyes.  Once, before them, Irial had loved deeply. Not Niall. Not her. A stranger. The thought of it made her understand his attempts to withdraw from her.  What was confusing was why now? Why did he feel so much fear now when she had always been mortal?

      “How old was she?”

      Irial smiled sadly. “Young when we met. Older than you, but times were different then.” He took Leslie’s hand in his. “You are very different people. . .  and I’ve lived longer than I can fathom. Do not feel jealous, love.”

      Leslie kissed him gently. “I am well aware that I am not the first woman in your life, Iri.”

      He nodded, and they were together quietly for a moment longer.

      Then, sheepishly, she admitted, “I just figured that you hadn’t loved any of them.”

      He lit a cigarette and paced. His energy, the sheer emotional chaos that rode in his expression, reminded her that while he was gentler with her, he was still something of a caged tiger.

      “I almost started a war over her,” he said quietly. “When I lost her, I wondered why I ought not start it anyhow.”

      There was little that she could do. His withdrawal and her healing connection to him— Leslie had to wonder if it was all connected.

      “I am not good at grieving,” Irial said lightly, as if she had forgotten how devastating grief could be.

      Leslie thought back to Niall when he’d been grieving.

      She walked into the room to find Niall holding a fire poker which he’d just tried to shove into Seth’s eye. There was a madness there that she’d not ever seen before, but struggled to forget. Inside one of the two faeries she loved was a darkness that was more unstable than Irial’s calculated coldness.

      “You are not this person,” Leslie told Niall.

      He dropped the poker to the warehouse floor when he saw her.

      Slowly, carefully, Leslie walked farther into the room. Niall’s skin sizzled from gripping the poker, and Seth’s face was burned. The smell was unsettling, but not as much as the lost look on Niall’s face.

      She stepped in front of the cage that held Seth, the beloved of the Summer King and friend to Niall until today.

      “Niall? You don’t really want to hurt yourself . . . or him.”

      Niall looked lost, as if his very world had vanished. He stared at her. “Seth Sees things. He knew and . . . He knew that Irial . . .”

      “I heard what happened.” Leslie approached Niall with her hand outstretched, as if she could touch him and heal him with it. She understood as no one in the world did. Irial wasn’t the sort of person who could be replaced, who could be lost without a ravine in the middle of her heart. She knew what Niall felt because she felt it too.

      “Ash called me. Donia called me. . . . You sent for me. Do you remember that, Niall? You sent Hounds.”

      “I didn’t want to tell you,” he whispered.

      “I’m here.” Leslie looked over her shoulder.

      Behind her, a Hound stood in the open doorway. She wasn’t sure if he was there for her safety or Niall’s. It was all the same though. The court—and it was her court, too—was in pain. They were grieving, and their new king was unraveling.

      “I am here with my court,” she assured Niall. “I am here with you . . . because you needed me. They need me to be here with you.”

      She took Niall’s uninjured hand in hers, careful not to look at the burned flesh on the other hand, and used the only words she was sure would matter just then: “Irial wouldn’t want you to hurt. You know that.”

      Leslie remembered that sorrow, how it had nearly destroyed the entire Dark Court.

      Her own grief was less horrifying in its results, but she would never forget that utter terror that washed over her at the thought of never again touching or laughing with Irial.

      She reached out and caressed his cheek. “You’re in pain, and I understand.”

      He stared at her.

      “I lost you once, Irial. In all the world, there is no one like you, and you were dead. . . and I love Niall as fully as I love you, and he was grieving.” She felt tears escape her eyes. “Do you think I don’t understand your fear?”
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, Leslie lifted her head from his chest and stared at him. “Are you okay?”

      At some point in their lovemaking, Irial felt a tear slip from his face to hers, and he hoped she hadn’t noticed. He hadn’t wept, but in the moment of union, he was overwhelmed.

      “Mmm.” He pulled her down and kissed her, enjoying the sheer novelty of trusting a woman enough to have her on top of him.

      She’d gotten far too able to read between his words, so his default with her was typically distraction. It was an excellent plan, if he did say so himself. Kissing Leslie was high on his list of favorite pastimes, alongside touching Leslie and making love with Leslie.  Luckily for him, she didn’t seem to object.

      When she pulled away for real finally, she kissed both of his cheeks and his forehead affectionately before straightening back to a seated position and saying, “I’m never sure if I should be offended that you think I’m that easy to sidetrack. It doesn’t work on Niall either, by the way.”

      Irial shrugged as best he was able with her on top of him and offered her his most innocent look. “You’re the one who closed the door and attacked me.”

      She pressed her lips together and narrowed her gaze. “That’s your summary of our day?”

      “You made accusations, and we talked. Then you seduced me—after insisting I ought not meddle. So I was merely not meddling in your obvious plans to seduce me,” Irial continued with the closest approximation of innocence he could muster.

      “You might be delusional.”

      “I’ve been accused of far worse.” Absently, he traced the tattoo of his eyes and the wings that still graced her back.  He could feel the inky tendrils that once bound them snaking out to answer his touch.

      “It’s healing,” she said. “The tattoo is almost healed.”

      “I know.”

      “That’s why I feel you.” She leaned back so his hand was tighter against the tattoo.  The smoky threads that had stretched out to meet his touch tightened like vines grabbing his hand. The sensation rocked through him, burning along pathways that she’d once yanked out in her—quite justified—anger and fear.

      He shivered, the wash of emotions that he felt from Leslie catching him off guard and bringing his own tangled mess of emotions surging to the surface. “Steady, love.”

      She didn’t listen, though. She reached back and held his hand to her skin. He could’ve jerked away, but . . . he also couldn’t. She could read his feelings as if he were a book open before her.  He wouldn’t reject her and risk her turning away from him.

      Once Irial and Niall had been gancanaghs, addictive to mortals. When Niall became Dark King and Irial became the embodiment of Discord, they were no longer addictive.  Irial had wondered more than a few times over the past few years if fate had a sense of humor. Leslie could stay away from them, but they both craved her nearness the way junkies craved their drugs.

      “You’re afraid,” Leslie murmured, her voice heavy with shock.

      Instead of speaking, Irial let her taste his emotions.

      “It didn’t used to work this way.” Her voice was wonder-filled then. “You’re worried that I’ll leave, that I’m hurt, that I’ll die, and . . .” She paused and closed her eyes.  She bit her lip, and then opened her eyes and looked directly at him. “You love me more than before. When we were connected, you didn’t love me like this.”

      “I loved you then,” he objected weakly.

      “Not this much.” She studied him in silence for a long moment before adding, “You let down a wall, unwillingly, and it scares you.”

      At that, Irial came to his feet and had the unexpected urge to don his trousers, as if clothing would somehow shield him. After tugging clothes onto his bottom half, he walked away to pour himself a drink. It was bad enough that he had to deal with Niall’s ability to read his every emotion; adding Leslie to the mix meant that he would have no walls left to shelter him. Sometimes a faery simply didn’t want to have his heart laid bare on the table.

      “Come to New Orleans?”  he asked Leslie, turning to face her once more.

      “New Orleans?”

      The former Dark King nodded. “Once, a century or so ago, I lived there.”

      She smiled, and in a drawl far too like his own, said, “Of course you did.”
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        * * *

      

      One of the Hounds pounded on the door. It was not Gabriel, who had been lost to the same forces that had nearly taken Irial, but one of his brothers who rumbled through their home with the same sense of force and thunder.

      “The rest of the boxes from the buildings that were flooded are here,” he announced as he shoved the door open.

      Irial started, “Good, but—"

      “Leslie!” Cam grinned at seeing her. He held his arms wide open to hug her.

      “Cam,” she said, not rising.

      Irial pinched the bridge of his nose. “Cameron, close your damn eyes before I pluck them out and feed them to you.”

      The massive man frowned. “Why?”

      “Because I’m naked, Cam,” Leslie said, visibly trying not to laugh at either Cam’s confusion or Irial’s frustration. Her gaze floated between them, and the shadows from the floor zig-zagged toward her.

      Cam closed his eyes quickly. He nodded, and eyes still tightly closed, he fumbled for the door. In the process, he knocked a painting from the wall and set a floor lamp to rocking precariously.

      Abruptly, he paused and turned back, frowning. Without opening his eyes, he asked, “How come you’re not naked then, king? I mean, Discord. Err, Irial?”

      “Because I have already pulled my trousers on, Cam,” Irial said with exaggerated patience.  Cam was a fine Hound. He simply lacked the common sense of an average goose.

      Leslie giggled.

      Cam waved in her general direction—still not opening his eyes—and said, “Good to see you . . .” He paused and amended quickly. “Umm, not that I could see you.”

      Irial sighed again. “Goodbye, Cameron!”

      And Leslie’s giggles turned into belly laughs as Irial watched. This, this moment, was what she deserved: happiness.  He wasn’t sure how to make sure she always had it, but he wanted to do so.  He didn’t want any distance, any secrets between them.

      When she stopped, Irial blurted out his great secret: “I think I had a child.”

      Leslie stared at him.

      “I don’t know if I meddled in your life, but if I did, I’m sure I had a reason,” he added to fill the silence.

      After a long minute of staring in silence, Leslie said, “I think I need clothes for this conversation. You do, too.”

      She tossed his shirt at him, and all Irial could do was think that an event in his past was about to destroy his present happiness. He had no idea that Leslie would react this way. “Before you,” he added quickly. “The child was before you were ever even alive, shadow girl.”

      “Oh, Irial! I’m not angry. I just find all of that”—she gestured at him—“a bit distracting, and I need to focus, especially if I am going to need to buy baby supplies.”

      The wave of relief that rolled over him was palpable.

      Leslie trailed her fingers down his bare chest and pause at his trouser buttons. “Nothing will make me reject you, Iri. Nothing. Don’t you realize that yet?”

      He exhaled loudly, fears he’d not yet named falling away briefly. He still needed to tell Niall. Hell, he still needed to decide if he’d look up his descendants in person if they existed.  One disaster at a time, though. A man doesn’t discover children and lost years with them every day.

      He pulled his shirt on and watched Leslie dress. It never ceased to amaze him that even the act of dressing was enticing with her. He’d forgotten that charm in the centuries between Niall and Thelma, and the decades between Thelma and Leslie. With most people he’d had in his bed, his interest was only held in the disrobing. Once the present was unwrapped, his interest faded quickly and inevitably.

      With Leslie, Irial was as enchanted by her dressing as with the way she covered her mouth as if to keep the giggles from escaping.  He could paint her on every canvas he found, and still he wouldn’t grow tired of studying her. It was unsettling after so many years of solitude. Now, he had her and Niall in his home, and he felt unmoored.

      Once she was dressed, she stood in front of him and said, “Spill.”

      “Once, many years ago, there was a girl. Human. Unusual.” Irial smiled remembering Thelma. “She was bookish when most women were focused on husbands and homes.”

      Leslie nodded.

      “I came near to starting a war. There were people seeking her, and—”

      “Irial.” Leslie gave him the sort of look that came from knowing him better than most people could imagine. “What people?”

      “Influential ones,” he hedged.

      “Influential as in . . . mafia or as in rich parent or politicians or . . .?”

      “Politicians of a sort.” He turned away, hand on the glass door knob to open the door and flee. Admitting who Thelma was, who had pursued her, would add complications he’d rather she could avoid. In as casual a voice as he could summon, he said, “Let’s not talk about that. What matters is that I protected her, and I did so because I was developing a fondness. Who they were is not the point.”

      Behind him, Leslie put a hand on his back, stilling him, stopping him. “Are you asking me not to ask who pursued her?”

      He nodded. Without looking back at her, Irial added, “He didn’t deserve her. He wasn’t going to love her as I did. Sometimes . . . I am impulsive.”

      Leslie’s arms slid around him, and she kissed his back. “You’re an absolute fool when you love.” She squeezed. “And I am grateful for it. As is Niall. I suspect your missing love was, too.”

      Irial hoped so.  The day he’d decided to pursue Thelma was as clear as if it had been that morning. The downside of near immortal lives was that he couldn’t always keep track of time.  That day, though, was one he hadn’t forgotten.

      Gabriel’s steed shifted into a handsome horse-drawn carriage, one fit for nobility or the American equivalent of it.

      “Well come on then.” Gabriel climbed aboard and took the reins, although they weren’t technically necessary with the bond between Hound and steed.

      “No horseless carriage then?” Irial teased.

      “Bah.”

      The new mode of transportation irritated Gabriel for reasons that seemed to be primarily a matter of loving his steed in its natural equine-like form.  Irial, unlike a lot of faeries, was fascinated by technological advances. He’d even had several images of himself made in the last few decades, including a daguerreotype and a tintype. In time, Irial intended to own several horseless carriages as well. What was the point in immortality if one continued to live as if it were centuries past?

      “Without being seen,” Irial ordered.

      Gabriel gave him another raised brow look, but said nothing.

      “I don’t want her to feel stalked,” Irial explained.

      Ignoring Gabriel’s snort, Irial continued, “I simply need to move to the house in the city for a short time.”

      “And the Hunt?”

      “It’s not as if you cannot fetch me if needs be,” Irial stated.

      “Or we can come with you, Irial.” The rumbling in Gabriel’s voice clarified that even as he pretended to be suggesting the answer, he was actually demanding it.

      “Fine. You can come, too.”

      As the steed swept by the girl who was walking toward the city, Irial wished he could pull her to him. It was foolish. A wise man would vacate the city, ignore the mortal, stay as far from the quarrel between Beira and Keenan as he could.  This one, though, had looked right at him.

      “I ought to leave the state,” Irial said aloud.

      “Are you going to do so?”

      “No.”

      “I’m not going to lecture you, Iri.” Gabriel grinned, all teeth and menace, and added, “You’re more use when you’re not pouting.”

      “I don’t . . .” Irial made a crude gesture at his closest friend and added, “I am not pouting, Gabe. I am simply enjoying a vibrant city, filled with music and distractions. A favorite city, as you know.”

      Gabriel laughed.

      Prostitution was newly legal in New Orleans now. The Crescent City was the first city to legalize it in this country, and the Dark Court enjoyed the profits of that law.  His fey fed on darker emotions, and the so-called Storyville District added to the court’s already-deep coffers.

      “She might simply be a distraction,” Irial claimed, careful to phrase his words in such a way that they were not a statement of absolutes. Lying, after all, was not possible for a faery.

      “Or a way to cope with your guilt,” Gabriel added.

      “Or boredom,” Irial admitted.

      Or something else. He didn’t say that aloud though. Far better to think of guilt or boredom as motivators.

      Irial smiled. Thelma—much like Niall before her and Leslie after her—was far from boring. Irial, if he did say so himself, had excellent taste.

      “I treasured her,” he said. “And she hid my child.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, Leslie and Irial rode to the airport in the company of assorted Hounds. There was something about feeling so cherished that never grew old for her. The massive fey creatures, looking for all the world like a multicultural biker gang, escorted them to the ticket counters.

      Cam carried the small bags that she and Irial had packed.  In truth, she was surprised that Irial had agreed to pack things. He had the ridiculous habit of believing that a credit card and a whim would suffice when it came to most clothes. His suits, of course, were tailored, but things like jeans or shirts were a matter of little concern.

      “No time for stores?” she asked.

      “I need all the time to research,” Irial murmured, not even looking up from the latest of the letters he’d retrieved from a locked fireproof box and slipped into his Italian leather satchel.

      The pages were yellowed, ink faded, but each letter was in a protective sleeve, as if a careful librarian had stored them.  Leslie wanted to read them, to know his every secret, but her life with Irial and Niall worked because she had the ability to be patient—and the ability to be brash. She knew the two men well enough to know which trait she needed, and right now, the living embodiment of Discord needed her support and her patience.

      They checked their bags, cleared security, and went to stand at a gate. The Hounds, of course, still stood like fierce guards around them. The difference was that no one saw them now. However, in that way of such fey things, they radiated a kind of terror that meant no one came near Irial.

      “You really want us to stay here?” Cam asked.

      Irial lifted his eyes, met Cam’s gaze, and nodded once. To anyone looking their way, it would appear as if he nodded to himself upon reading something pertinent.

      “King’s not going to approve,” another Hound muttered.

      “Does Niall know?” Leslie asked, even though she knew exactly what Irial would say.

      Or not say.

      Irial lifted a shoulder in a small shrug.

      Leslie texted: “With Iri. Airport. NOLA. Love.”

      Then she looked at Irial, back at the Hounds, and said, “Go.”

      “Leslie?” Cam asked in apparent confusion.

      “We need a little time to ourselves,” she said, leaning into Irial even with the metal arm rest jabbing into her side. “Just us.”

      To a bystander, she seemed to be talking to Irial, but the Hounds knew what she was saying. They—like most of the Dark Court—acted as if she were their queen. No one really pressed the matter, and she was cautious not to issue orders. Today, though, she was taking advantage of their obedience to her.

      “Just the two of us,” she repeated with emphasis.

      Irial lifted his gaze, looked around at the fey creatures that were standing there watching over them. Hounds were stronger than many faeries, but this much steel had to be unpleasant for some of them.

      “Begone,” Irial ordered.

      They rolled through the airport boarding areas, an invisible wave of discomfort that the observant could track simply by noting the ripple of fear and anxiety that the passengers’ faces showed. Even seasoned businesspeople seemed suddenly ill-at-ease. The trick for those without the Sight was to notice waves of joy, or fear, or chills that seemed to roll across a crowd or street. That was often the result of passing faeries.

      Once they were gone, and Leslie saw no other lurking faeries in the area, she turned to Irial and gently prompted, “Tell me what’s happening.”

      Silently, he slipped the letter back into his case.

      “A very long time ago, Thelma asked me not to seek her out. She was mortal, and I was not,” he paused and smiled. “Am not. Will never be. I knew she lived a long life because I looked her up from time to time.”

      He leaned forward.

      “I gave her a vow. In fact I gave her”—he laughed as if there was a joke she hadn’t heard—“quite a number of them. The first before we acknowledged that she knew what I was, but the last vow . . . I never saw her again after it. Never spoke.”

      All traces of laughter were gone, and Leslie felt waves of loss assail her.

      “And so I never knew, and she never sent word. I don’t know how she could’ve, but if she had . . . I’d have known my daughter.”

      Leslie stared at him. “She intentionally hid your child from you?”

      “I don’t know,” he whispered.

      Leslie reached over and took his hand. There weren’t a lot of words. Being a woman meant that her child—if she had one—would not be a secret. One notices such things. For men, though, the fear that a child out there might be yours, that you might never know, was a real possibility.

      “She lived in New Orleans?”

      He nodded. “A long time ago, I was there, and she was there, and we met, and . . . if things had been different . . .” Irial shook his head and simply noted, “I would have liked to know my daughter.”

      They sat in silence, Leslie feeling his emotions and trying to send calm his way, until the plane boarded. They remained the same on the flight to the city at the mouth of the Mississippi River.  She’d never been there, although it was on her list of places to see, but not like this.

      By the time they landed, Leslie no longer worried that Irial’s sorrow would drown her. So she asked, “What year?”

      He looked her way.

      “When did you know her?” Leslie clarified.

      “We last spoke at the turn of the century.”

      “Which one?” Leslie kept her voice pitched low.

      “In the 1800s, love,” he said. “She’s dust and ash now. Gone from me.”

      Irial stared at her so intently that Leslie worried that he was about to become inappropriately affectionate—not that she ever minded, but ending up naked in the middle of a deplaning crowd would be awkward.

      “You must never die,” he said, not even trying to be quiet. “I couldn’t live without you. Swear it.”

      A nearby older couple looked at them curiously.

      “Love . . .” Leslie started.

      Irial pulled her to him and kissed her breath away. They were still both dressed when he released her, but the aisle was filled with people who were waiting for the doors to open.

      “Newlyweds?” a woman asked.

      Leslie leaned against Irial and said, “Close.”

      Behind her, he was holding her hips in his hands now, as if to keep her from flying or pull her closer to his affections. His fingers tightened, and she was suddenly more than ready to be off the plane and in the French Quarter hotel he’d booked.

      “Niall’s madness would be two-fold if you died,” Irial whispered. “Mine would rival his, exceed it, demolish the world.”

      “I am right here.” She covered his hands with hers and glanced over her shoulder at him. “Healthy. Yours. I love you.”

      He nodded, but he looked far from convinced. “Mortals die in a blink. Like mayflies and falling stars. You expire so soon.”

      When they’d left the plane and were walking from the gate to baggage, Leslie kept her hand in his.

      “Do we even know I’m still mortal?” she asked.

      She hated to bring up the ink exchange, but she was—quite literally—the only mortal who had survived it. No one expected her to live. Irial had hoped, but even he had thought she’d perish. “It’s grown back, roots in my flesh, tendrils stretching to you.”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe it will tie your life to mine. That was the initial intent.” Irial shrugged. “But you burned it, severed it, so I have no idea what it means.”

      This time Leslie shrugged. “So, love, you may be stuck with me for centuries.”

      She didn’t mention her fears that she had grown less emotional again because of it. What was different now was that she had still chosen to be involved with both Niall and Irial when she was clear-minded.  They were what she wanted, and who could blame her? After being loved by them, how could she go back to dating mortals? Being loved by the former Dark King and the current Dark King had taught her that she needed a partner—or partners—who were a little bit feral.

      The way she’d handled the monsters she’d met because of them convinced her that she had a spine that was wrought of whatever was stronger than steel. Leslie was able to find the monster in herself when those she loved were threatened, and because of them, she learned that although love can be scary, it can also be empowering.

      They’d encouraged her to go to university, respected her desire to not accept their money, and not because they thought she would change her mind but because they’d have done the same. In a stubborn ass contest between the three of them, she wasn’t sure who’d win. The only real difference was that Niall attempted to avoid conflicts whereas Irial thrived on it.
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        * * *

      

      Miles away in New Jersey, Niall was ready for a long, peaceful weekend—one that didn’t require a suit or manners. He loosened his tie and looked at his mobile. In the assorted messages from Seth, Chela, and Donia was one that stood out: “With Iri. Airport. NOLA. Love.”

      The text Leslie had sent a few hours ago had plenty of information, but no actual answers. The Dark King lit a cigarette and pondered. He’d never understood the appeal of drawing burning toxins into his body as much as he did now. The Dark King, the whole of the Dark Court, was made for poison.

      Shadows from the coming evening crouched at his sides, drawn to whatever strange thing made him a king.  Shadows ought not move on their own, but they did. None so often as the abyss guardians that traveled from one shadow to another anywhere in the world. Right now, the same guardians that had touched Leslie earlier that day were now slithering along his arms. He could sense her skin as they did so; the taste of her sweat and perfume lingered in these shadows.

      She was safer than most anywhere if she was with Irial.

      On the other hand, the man was now the embodiment of Discord. He’d protect Leslie, but that didn’t mean he was making wise choices in general—at least not wise by Niall’s standards.

      For all that was right in his life, Niall was unable to have a single month without drama.  This time—hell, a lot of times—it originated in the faery who had bequeathed the court to him. Niall stood in the hotel lobby where he’d finished up sorting out the accounting discrepancies at the two new Atlantic City casinos the Dark Court financed. For all his comfort with the dark, Niall preferred when vices were controlled.

      Irial’s voice, from when they’d first met, came echoing over the years: You like them. Mortals, that is. Genuinely like them.

      Some things were unchanged. Irial wasn’t prone to liking humans. He’d bedded his share, but genuine fondness for them was as rare as a blizzard in the Mojave. It could happen, but now that the last Winter Queen had been replaced, it was unlikely.

      He looked again at the text Leslie had sent a few hours ago: “With Iri. Airport. NOLA. Love.”

      He could reply, but getting answers when Discord was involved was as likely as turning coal to diamonds. It could happen, but not without a degree of pressure that Niall was unwilling to apply via another person.

      Niall glanced at the time. By now, they were on the ground.  Why? That was the real question. Of all the cities in the world, that was one of the few Irial avoided. That hadn’t always been the case. Niall remembered seeing him there, thinking that it was a city positively designed for the Dark Court. Back then, Niall had been advisor to the Summer King, and Keenan had toted the court there in pursuit of a potential Summer Queen—one who’d vanished.

      He called Irial. Once. Twice. Tried Leslie’s number, too.

      Then he did what any sane Dark King did when Discord was not easily located: he booked a trip of his own. His, however, was a bit more primal than steel tubes hurtling through the air as if by magic.

      “Chela?” He spoke the word into the air, the shadow slithered across the ground, and the word moved at the speed of darkness. He ought to call her by her title, but he’d known her too long for that. Before her, her mate—Gabriel—had led the Hunt, but upon his death, Chela assumed the mantle.

      “Gabriela,” Niall added, using the title out of respect.

      Then he ordered a coffee. There was no way to keep up with Irial in New Orleans of all places and catch a bit of much needed sleep. Coffee was the best solution. Again. Some days, Niall wondered if he’d have flat-out refused the crown if he knew how little rest there would be.

      Before an hour had passed, Niall could feel them: The Hunt rode. The earth itself seemed to quake, as if the soil would shake loose the dead. The weight of the fear that rolled out before them made the very air heavier, thicker, as if moving was impossible.  Several mortals in the street shivered. The roll of terror that surrounded the Hunt made more than a few passing mortals look to the sky as if a storm rode overhead.

      “We come,” the voices echoed. No mortal ear would hear. No human eye could see.

      Chela and the Hounds never moved at a saunter.

      When they arrived, Chela did not get off her steed, Alba, who appeared to be a massive lion currently. Chela’s shifted shapes the way some people changed clothes. Alba expressed his feelings with his shape. Since Gabriel’s death, Alba was often leonine, feral and ready to hunt anything that threatened Chela—or looked as if it could.

      None of the steeds were in car form. Instead, they looked like a deadly menagerie: an oversized lion snarled next to a lizard-like beast; something that resembled a dragon paced next to a chimera; and scattered among them all were skeletal horses and emaciated red dogs. Atop the steeds were equally fierce Hounds.

      The leader, Chela, dipped her chin. It was the closest to a bow that most Hounds offered. They weren’t strangers to the etiquette of court, but they weren’t subjects of any court either—and Chela was keen on reminding him of that truth. They stayed because she chose to stay. The fears they roused by their very presence were nourishing to the Dark Court. The terror that rolled off their skins was like the finest wine. And they, not shockingly, liked to be appreciated.

      “Home?” The Hound paused and grinned. “Or has the old King done something troubling again?”

      Niall walked up to her and said, “I don’t know, but I need to go find out.”

      Chela grinned. “Where to?”

      “New Orleans.”

      Her pause would’ve escaped his notice if several of the Hounds accompanying her hadn’t frozen, too. For one extended moment, they all seemed to stop moving, as if time itself had held its breath.  Then, with a falsely casual expression, Chela said, “Sure. We haven’t been there in ages. A little bayou excursion sounds good.” She motioned him toward her. “We’ll drop you at the house and go—”

      “The house?”

      Several Hounds exchanged glances.

      “In the Garden District . . .? I thought Iri would be at the house,” Chela said haltingly.

      “What house?”  Niall rubbed his temples and lit another cigarette. At some point, Niall figured he might know all the secrets the last Dark King held, but some days he suspected that was impossible.

      “You visited,” a Hound said.

      “The court owns that house?” Niall clarified. He remembered. It was an ostentatious Garden District mansion, but he’d assumed that Irial had merely rented it as most courts did in most cities.

      More shuffling and their glances went everywhere but him. Niall couldn’t order them to obey him. The Hounds only obeyed Chela.

      “Sentimental reasons,” Chela offered. “We all do things for reasons other than logic, don’t we?”  She glanced at the steed that kept pace with her, riderless still.

      The steed that had belonged to Gabriel had remained in the form of a giant black horse with a reptilian head. It flashed pit-viper fangs at Niall, not in threat but in a smile of sorts. Aside from Chela, the steed had only allowed him, Irial, and Leslie to ride.  Niall suspected the Winter Queen could, but she simply visited the nameless creature from time-to-time.

      Chela could order it to shift or choose a new master, but she had done neither.

      “Why do I feel like there is more you could tell me?” Niall asked.

      “Because you’re not as dim as I once believed.”  Chela watched as Gabriel’s steed stomped over to him.

      A rush of sheer exhilaration rolled over Niall as the beast nickered through those pit-viper fangs and tossed its head.

      “I’m coming,” he murmured. With a leap he was astride, and the steed was already tensed for motion.

      “New Orleans,” Chela said as soon as he was mostly, but not quite, seated.

      And the world blurred in a way that was both dizzying and beautiful.
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        * * *

      

      Leslie said nothing as Irial opened a door to a house that seemed more haunted than anywhere she’d been. If a building could be melancholy, it would be this one. The building was in immaculate condition, the marble floors inside the door gleamed as if they’d been polished that morning. The tall wooden balusters lining the upper floor had the patina of hands gliding over them often. The Turkish rugs seemed as bright as if they were new.

      But as she followed Irial into the house, she saw that every room was filled with sheet draped furniture. No one lived here. Irial pulled a few sheets away, revealing books that were still open to assorted pages on end tables.  An empty tea cup sat next to a pair of hundred-year-old glasses.

      And Irial looked into corners as if his memory and will alone could summon a body from the past.

      Faeries were magical creatures, capable of any manner of impossible things, but not returning faces from the past or making ghost breathe again.  The look of sheer pain on Irial’s face made Leslie wrap her arms around him. There were no words, but she could offer him comfort.

      At first he said nothing, simply pulled her closer to his side like a child holding a stuffed toy. Then a few moments later, he said, “I loved her. I would’ve loved my child, too. I do even though I’ve never met her.”

      Leslie couldn’t pretend to understand his pain, but she listened and she held him.

      Then, they went to the dining room and uncovered a table that would seat a dozen guests.  There, Irial spread out the letters and files he had, and they began to read.
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        * * *

      

      When Niall arrived, the last thing he expected to see was what looked like a midnight study session. Containers of take-out, a bottle of wine, and the unmistakable scent of chicory coffee assailed him when he opened the door of the Garden District house he hadn’t entered since the late 1800s.

      “The door was unlocked,” he said in lieu of a greeting.

      Irial nodded. “I figured you’d be here sooner or later since she texted.”

      Leslie was more enthusiastic. She crossed the few feet between them and pulled him into her usual welcoming hug and kiss. Exhaustion fled in that moment. He was home—because home was wherever these two baffling creatures were.

      Mutely, Irial kicked out a chair and resumed reading.

      At Niall’s querying look to Leslie, the calmest of the three, she sighed and quietly walked over and plunked her hand over the middle of the letter Irial was reading.

      “Talk. To. Him.”

      Irial stood and paced across the room, where several bottles of whiskey had been hidden under another sheet. “Whisky? Gin?”

      Niall nodded. He didn’t simply grab Irial and kiss the answers out of him as he might if they were alone. Sometimes there was a wall that they kept around Leslie still—not that they lacked affection in front of her, but faeries who were well over a thousand years old could be more violent in their affection than he thought Leslie would understand.

      “You’re stalling,” Leslie said.

      Niall smothered a grin with a sudden need to cough.

      “I have—had—a child,” Irial announced as he handed Niall a beautiful crystal highball glass that would’ve hit the floor if not for Irial’s reflexes. He handed the still-full glass back to Niall. “Thelma had a babe.”

      “Thelma? The young . . . the potential Summer Queen you spirited away?” Niall emptied his glass and stalked past Irial to refill it.

      “The what?” Leslie asked. Her arms folded. “The people who were seeking her were faeries?”

      Irial shrugged.

      And Niall knew. He knew the secret that Irial hadn’t shared back then. “You made the curse.”

      “True.”

      “Did you always know?” Niall stared at the faery he’d finally started to figure out the past handful of years.

      Again Irial shrugged.

      Niall half-fell into the chair Irial had offered when he’d arrived. “So you shagged the woman who would have been the Summer Queen if Keenan had found her, and she had your child?”

      Again Irial shrugged.

      “We suffered over a hundred more years of winter because you felt like hiding the queen?” Niall wanted to throttle him, simply squeeze until Irial had sense in him, but as such a thing was neither possible nor wise—and the events were all in the past—he simply stared at Irial.
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        * * *

      

      After a few moments, Irial stood and walked away. Niall wasn’t wrong, and Irial was sure that from the outside it probably seemed like a heinous thing he’d done. It wasn’t that simple, though.

      Thelma was special.

      He didn’t risk the wrath of both Summer and Winter casually. Admittedly, such a thing wasn’t out of character for him, but he wasn’t foolish.

      Except when it comes to love.

      He turned the door knob, feeling a sharp edge of the glass knob, a memento from when he’d thrown a few things in anger.  Just inside the room, Irial paused. The last time he stood here was the day after Thelma left.  The room had still smelled of her perfume. Her sheets had smelled the same.

      He’d brought her beignets and coffee, as they had shared the first time they had a meal together, and for the first time in centuries, Irial was truly happy. He had been well aware of her mortality, of the fact that loving her as he’d allowed himself to do could only end badly. He’d been equally aware that the then-weak Summer Court and the over-strong Winter Court would both have him skinned alive if they knew that the missing Summer Queen was nestled in his sheets.

      What he hadn’t know was that Thelma would leave so soon.

      “You weren’t trying to thwart Summer, were you?” Niall’s voice came from the doorway to the room.

      Irial had heard his steps, known that the first wave of anger would pass once Niall tasted Irial’s feelings.

      “Iri? I was rash,” Niall said, not quite an apology, but they’d never been much for such words.

      Irial shrugged. When he’d met Niall, Irial could taste every feeling, every glorious bit of desire, of hope, of joy. It was a skill unique to the Dark King. He romanced Niall, Thelma, Leslie, and then Niall again with the unfair ability to taste what they felt.  He negotiated with kings and queens with that same gift. It had made him formidable. And still he lost more often than made sense. Sometimes knowledge—or love—was not enough to overcome fears or doubts.

      “I hadn’t planned to love her,” Irial admitted, back still to Niall. “Or you. Or Leslie. I’m terrible at it, you know?”

      “No,” Niall corrected. “You are terrible at dealing with the fears that come with loving, not at being in love.”

      Irial  walked over to the bathtub, a claw-footed indulgence that Thelma had thought the single most remarkable part of the house. . . other than books. She’d read the way most mortals breathed or slept, as if death himself would come if she went too long without words.

      “I had a child,” Irial repeated. The letters that had been delivered the week prior, the strange missives from the past that had been all addressed to him but never sent, had finally arrived a century late.

      Irial turned to face Niall. “My daughter wrote to me, and Thelma saved each letter. She wrote, too.”

      Memories of the past crowded in as Irial tried to contain the massive well of loss, of anger, of confusion that threatened to swallow him.

      They stood, awkwardly in silence, until Leslie joined them. Her hand was shaking when she held up a letter.

      “This was delivered to the house,” she said. Before he could panic much at the thought of Leslie unprotected, she added, “Chela brought it to me.”

      Irial opened it and pulled out a single page of spidery handwriting.

      
        
        Father,

        I grew up hearing of you. I wrote letters as soon as I could write—at Mother’s order. Mother wrote as well, but she often wept when she did. I don’t know how things ended, but I know that she never married. As I grew older, never quite aging as children should, we moved a lot. We stayed clear of fey things, and she often spoke in terrified words of the Summer King . . . and of my father, a beautiful man who saved her.

        

        What she failed to tell me, of course, was that the man who saved her was also the Dark King.  I knew your name, but not what role you filled in that world.  Had I known, I would not have written.

        

        When the Summer King—the same faery that you saved my mother from—came to my door for my daughter, Moira, I tried to figure out how to find you.  I discovered then that my beloved grandfather, a good faery in a sea of monsters, was the king of the worst of fey.  Still I was prepared to reach you, but Moira died, and she left behind a child. No tale my mother told was enough for me to risk that love had blinded her, that you were as awful as I feared.

        

        I believe you are already acquainted with your great granddaughter, Aislinn.

        

        Ash is powerful enough that I thought about writing to you when she became fey.

        

        At the least I wanted you to have the letters I wrote before I knew what you were.  I decided that if you came to the house where I was conceived, I would tell you. Mother said you left the house boarded up because you could not bear to be there without her. Every so often, I would check to see if it stood empty. One of my granddaughter’s faeries has been watching it for me—the whims of an old lady--so if you ever read this, I believe you’ve proven that Mother was right, that you loved her. If so, some day, if you would like, I would welcome the chance to meet you.

        

        I have questions about my longevity that sooner or later I’ll need to address with Ash.  I was old (despite appearance and strength) when my own daughter was born, and I seem to age no further despite the passing of years. I’ve learned to appear to age, but often I simply moved. Now, though, I’d rather not leave Ash. Perhaps it is time for meeting.

        

        your daughter,

        Elena Foy

        

      

      

      Irial handed the paper to Niall. “My daughter is alive.”

      As Niall and Leslie read, Irial knew when they understood the import of what the letter contained.

      “Of all the people in the world, why did it have to be her?” Niall muttered.

      “So the women in Ash’s family were always the ones who would be the Summer Queen,” Leslie pronounced. “Grams, Ash’s mother, Ash.”

      “And Thelma,” Niall added.

      “Thelma had the Sight,” Irial said. “She saw me, and she still chose me.”

      The three stood in silence as the sheer enormity of the thing settled on them. He was blood family to the Summer Queen. Aislinn Foy, the Summer Queen, was Thelma’s great-granddaughter. His great-granddaughter.  How in the name of all that he held sacred was he going to navigate that relationship? He couldn’t fathom her taking that well.

      Her partner, at least, tolerated him. He and Seth weren’t friends precisely, but they had a relatively congenial acquaintance.

      Then Irial grinned. “Wait till the whelp realizes you’re his stepfather-in-law!”

      “Not quite how that works,” Niall pointed out.

      But Irial was, in his heart of hearts, the embodiment of Discord. He wasn’t going to do anything to hurt his daughter or great-granddaughter, of course, but his mind was already spinning on the possibilities of teasing Seth and on strengthening the alliance between Dark and Summer.  It might not seem like discord or chaos, but it strengthened some court alliances, which necessarily weakened others.

      “Shall we go out on the town to celebrate parenthood?” Irial draped an arm around both of his beloveds.  The issue of Leslie’s mortality still lingered as a fear, but that was a trouble for tomorrow.

      “Stepdad. Stepmom. We have so many years to make up for with Elena,” Irial said.

      “I’m not her stepmom. She’s Ash’s grandmother,” Leslie objected.

      “I think I should start with a house,” Irial mused. “This house. And a pony. Kids like ponies.” He frowned. “Kelpie or steed?”

      Niall and Leslie exchanged a look of horror that Irial pretended not to see.
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        * * *

      

      “Think of it as preparation for our little ones,” Niall said.

      Irial stopped. Leslie froze, but Niall could taste her hope, her joy at such thoughts.

      “Come now,” Niall said mildly. “Leslie said she wants children. Once she’s finished with school and moves in—”

      “She’s moving in?” Irial said with raw hope. He stared at Leslie as if he’d just been granted a gift. “There will be children.”

      “Eventually,” Leslie murmured.

      “Oh, when Ani and Tish were tiny, I bought them this little toy shoppe in Philadelphia.”

      “No,” Leslie said firmly. Her flood of amusement surged toward Niall, and undoubtedly to Irial, too, through their ink connection. Leslie folded her arms and announced, “Our children will not get their own stores.”

      “So just one store,” Irial said. “We could do that.”

      “Not what—"

      “We really ought to think about buying more property,” Irial announced. “For Ash. For Elena. For Elena’s half sisters and brothers.”

      In a faux whisper Leslie asked, “He does realize that Ash may not be as excited by this as he is, right?”

      “Pish!” Irial gave them both big smacking kisses. “What about water parks? How old do the children need to be before we buy that?”

      “I’m not pregnant,” Leslie reminded him.

      Irial waved his hand, as if to brush the objection away. “When you’re ready, love.” He motioned toward the stairs. “For now, I shall dote on Elena and Ash. My girls.”

      They followed him down the steps, all but tumbling when he came to an abrupt halt. “They should have guards. Give me a moment to talk to Chela before--”

      “They have guards,” Niall reminded him. “Summer Queen. Her grandmother.”

      “More guards!” Irial went to see Chela.

      Niall and Leslie stood in the house. He glanced at her. “Have you told him yet that you’re moving in after graduation?”

      “Not yet. He hasn’t been visiting, and . . .” Her words faded, and she shrugged. “He’ll figure it out when I stop leaving.”

      Not a single month without drama, but Niall loved them both. Petulant. Mercurial. All around maddening. Riddled with complications he couldn’t image. They were everything he could want in life.

      “Perhaps we should ask Seth to use that future-seeing of his about your mortality or semi-fey nature before Irial tells them he’s Ash’s great-grandfather,” Niall suggested.

      “Agreed,” Leslie said with a laugh.

      Then they went to join the new father to enjoy a rare, beautiful event in anyone’s life: celebrating life and parenthood.
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        After centuries of frolicking as a Summer Girl, Siobhan isn't sure she's ready for her new life. Promoted to Summer Court advisor alongside Tavish, Siobhan suddenly has responsibilities and a chance at romance--until she and Tavish are at odds as they help guide their queen through a life-changing revelation.

        

        Aislinn, former mortal and current Summer Queen, thought she'd already faced the most difficult obstacles fate could throw her way. Losing her humanity, becoming a queen, loving someone who spends fifty percent of his time in another world, facing the embodiment of war in a battle, Aislinn is ready to make sense of her new "normal."

        

        No one is prepared when the former Dark King, Irial, arrives with a secret that could challenge the delicate balance between the Faery Courts.
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