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      Prior to Gideon becoming the Crimson Wizard

      

      This land of ethereal beauty and sunshine could be as cold and icy as a grave.

      She was a princess of the Summer Kingdom, but her heart belonged elsewhere—in a land of snow, ice and warm passion. Gideon promised they would have a home of their own there.

      Lady Eleanor Balour smiled as she thought of her prince.

      “Your wish is my command,” he often told her.

      How I wish we could be together, forever, my darling.

      The tall rowan and oak trees grew thinner, then she crossed a meadow of green grass.

      Almost there…almost safe…

      “A tasty princess comes into my kingdom,” something dark and beastly and other growled.

      She stared.

      The beast wanted blood. Her blood. Red tongue hanging out past razor sharp teeth, he lumbered toward her, dead leaves and grass crunching beneath his broad paws. Gray eyes shot through with yellow regarded her. With its dark green fur covering its four-legged body, the horn on its head, and the red slashs for nostrils, the Walakitane was hideous.

      Heart racing, Eleanor backed away, dropping the woven basket and the blanket she’d brought for today’s outing. She wished for a sword in hand, but her father believed women were too fragile and delicate to wield weapons.

      I should have waited for Gideon’s bodyguard.

      Gideon had warned her about this creature. But she’d been too eager, too overjoyed at the thought of seeing her love and she’d forgotten precaution as she’d crossed this small section of the Winter Kingdom.

      “You smell nice,” the Walakitane said as it clambered toward her.

      Eleanor found a rock and lobbed it at the creature, but the Walakitane ducked.

      “Missed me,” it taunted. “Let’s try again.”

      She found a larger stone and this time, smacked him square in the forehead.

      The beast drew back a little. “Ow,” it complained.

      Suddenly a sleek black jaguar burst out of the brush, raked a sharp claw over the beast. The Walakitane howled and retreated. The cat circled the beast, snarling and keeping him away from Eleanor.

      Prince Gideon Tyrell burst through the undergrowth and thick tangle of brush. He withdrew the sword strapped to his back and then held it out, circling it in the air.

      “Behind me, Eleanor,” Gideon ordered.

      He stepped in front of her, protecting her with his tall, muscled body, his sharp blue gaze centered on the Walakitane. Gideon’s sword arced and bright green blood splattered over a nearby boulder. The beast’s head toppled to the ground. Gideon’s handsome mouth curved in a satisfied smile. He wiped his sword on the beast’s thick fur.

      The jaguar growled in feral satisfaction. Then the big cat transformed into a man,  who wore a black tunic and black leggings. Soft doeskin boots covered his feet. Black-haired and dark-eyed, he looked quite concerned.

      “Princess.” His voice was deep. “Are you injured?”

      She shook her head, shuddering, as Gideon held his sword aloft, watching the Walakitine.

      “Eleanor, stay back,” Gideon ordered.

      Wide-eyed, she watched a new head wriggle up from beast’s neck. It looked at Gideon and then the beast assumed the shape of a pale, doughy man wearing a dark brown tunic and leggings. An enormous paunch spilled over a rope belted around its wide waist.

      “Damn, that hurts like hell,” the Walakitane complained. “Sire, I was only playing with her. She smells like fun, not like that horrid Summer Kingdom.”

      “No one plays with my Eleanor. Next time I’ll use a blade coated with fairy flames and you won’t regrow your head, Henry. Now go before I change my mind and stab you through the heart. But first apologize to Lady Eleanor.”

      “I’m sorry.” Then the beast looked hopeful. “Maybe we can play again next week when you pass this way? And bring me a treat? A nasty fairy from the summer kingdom? Or a toad? Am I forgiven?”

      Eleanor burst into laughter. She went and petted Henry’s shoulder. He was not at all fearsome in his human form. “You’re forgiven. Now, it’s best you are gone, before Gideon gets quite angry.”

      The beast lumbered off, resembling a pouting child more than a creature that could rip her head off her shoulders.

      “Sire, do you need me to escort you both into the neutral territory?” the jaguar shifter asked.

      Gideon sheathed the sword. He nodded at the dark-haired man. “No, thank you Kieran. You may return to the palace now.”

      The shifter’s dark gaze twinkled. “Henry is right. You do smell like fun, Lady Eleanor.”

      “Kieran,” Gideon said in a warning tone.

      The shifter purred, then sketched a polite bow to them both before walking off.

      She shook her head, looking at the bodyguard as he shifted into his jaguar form and raced away. “Your people are quite… peculiar.”

      “Kieran likes to tease. He would give his life for me and for you, since I ordered him to guard you. I told you to wait for him. You know crossing this section of my father’s kingdom is hazardous to any Seelie.” Gideon’s deep voice carried a note of censure even as he cupped her cheek, his thumb grazing her skin. “Eleanor, will you listen to me?”

      His arms came around her; secure, strong and steady. She released a deep sigh. “I could not wait to see you again and I made haste.”

      Gideon pulled away, searching the forest. “Come, my sweet, before another of my people discovers you are here. You would make a delicious snack for another predator.”

      He retrieved the picnic basket and the red-checked blanket she’d dropped.

      Gideon might scold her, but he would never hurt her. She knew it with every breath she huffed out, every beat of a heart that Fae healers warned could not take much strain.

      Soon they reached the banks of the Crystal Creek, the dividing line between her Summer and his Winter kingdom. Picking up her skirts, she stepped onto the first rock in the water and nearly lost her balance.

      “Careful.” Gideon set down the blanket and picnic basket. He jumped into the creek and swept her into his strong arms.

      Eleanor laughed and slid her arms around his neck as Gideon carried her over to the mossy bank. Gently, he set her on the ground. They were safe now. No Fae, neither dark nor light, dared to commit acts of violence upon this sacred, neutral territory, where all Fae went for respite and rest from the two hundred year-old Fae War.

      Gideon held her for a moment longer. She stared up into his blue eyes. With his dark blond hair spilling past broad shoulders and his black uniform hugging every delicious inch of his tall, muscled body, Gideon was the most handsome Fae in both the Winter and Summer kingdoms.

      Ladies in her father’s court whispered of the sexual prowess of Dark Fae like Gideon and their legendary ability to pleasure women. Ever since seeing Gideon six months ago while skipping stones in this very creek, she had fallen madly in love with him. He had made no move to even kiss her during their weekly clandestine meetings here. Gideon treated her with utter respect, and when he gazed at her, love shone in his eyes.

      She loved him for his loyalty, his strength, and his determination to end the bloody Fae Wars. Like her, Gideon tired of seeing his people suffer, struck down time and again by sword and dagger.

      Gideon gently tugged a lock of her long, ebony curls free from the gold and blue snood holding them fast. He traced a line over her trembling lips and a warm smile touched his own mouth.

      “In my dreams, I have you in my arms always, Eleanor. And we never have to part.”

      Much as she would love that dream to come true, Eleanor was far too pragmatic. “We have until the sun sinks behind the Mystic Mountains,” she reminded him. “And we must talk, my love. Today.”

      Gideon nodded. He retrieved the picnic basket and blanket, then accompanied her on a dirt path snaking down to Mirror Lake. From there, they traversed the slope of verdant green overlooking the lake and the tall, snow-capped mountains wreathing the water.

      They walked slowly. Eleanor reveled in the fresh, crisp air. At the castle, she was coddled and constantly pampered. Here with Gideon, she felt free and joyful.

      They reached their secret place—a stone cottage nestled amongst wildflowers in the meadow, built next to a rock wall. The cottage had been abandoned by a Fae who went to live in the Winter Kingdom. It was only two rooms, and offered a splendid view of the lake and mountains.

      Gideon snapped out the blanket upon the ground. “Food first. You need your energy.”

      He opened the picnic basket she’d ordered her handmaidens to pack with fresh fruit, meat, and fabled summer wine. They sat on the blanket, enjoying the feast, talking of their favorite meals, of Eleanor’s skills with the lyre and harp, and Gideon’s warrior training with his men.

      They talked of everything but the ongoing war and their fathers.

      Their romance was forbidden, for her father was the Summer King of the Seelie court, arch enemy of Gideon’s father, the Winter King of the Unseelie court.

      Sighing with contentment, Eleanor watched the birds in the nearby trees. She stretched out her hand and a red and blue songbird landed on her finger. She stroked the bird’s feathers as it cooed.

      Gideon smiled as he lazily stretched out his tall body upon the blanket. “Even the birds of the air are charmed by your presence, my lady.”

      She released the bird to the air, and her hand fell upon Gideon’s soft, dark blond hair. It spilled past his shoulders, thick and silky. Most male Fae had long hair, but Gideon’s was exquisite. She loved running her fingers through it.

      “When you fight, is your hair loose?”

      His eyes closed and he made a humming sound of pure enjoyment. “I tie it back so no one may grab it and yank me close enough to injure me.”

      “Has anyone tried?”

      “One did last week at the battle of the Mystic Forest. I sliced his head off.”

      Troubled, she kept stroking his hair. Gideon was the most fearsome fighter of the Winter Kingdom. He had taken many lives, but he also tired of the violence and ceaseless bloodshed.

      He sat up. “Let us talk no more of the war. Today is for peace and loving you.”

      Filled with daring mischief, she traced the aristocratic line of his cheekbone to his ear. Fae ears were an erogenous zone, she’d heard other women whisper. Males could not resist the sheer pleasure. Eleanor slid her finger along his ear, rubbing the pointed tip in a circular motion. Gideon groaned and gently pulled her hand away.

      “Don’t, my love. You know how it arouses me.” Wild heat filled his eyes. “If you wish to remain a virgin for our wedding night, do not tempt me further.”

      “Perhaps I have no desire to be one any longer, nor wait for a wedding night.” She wanted to seize the day, make love at last on this sloping mountainside, beneath the sharp blue sky, her love’s strong body sliding into hers to join them at last.

      “No Eleanor.” He kissed her hand, his long hair curtaining his face. “I will not shame you. You have too much honor and you are a princess of royal blood.”

      Sighing, she sat back. “I’d rather be a peasant girl. Then you would not hesitate to tumble me.”

      Gideon frowned. “It would matter not to be if you were common Fae or royal. I’d feel the same and want our wedding night to be special. I will love only you, Eleanor.”

      He left her on the blanket. When he returned, his hands were filled with the silver pink roses that grew wild near the cottage. He wove them into a crown and placed it upon her head.

      She smiled shyly at him.

      “A crown of flowers could never equal your beauty,” he said, his deep voice growing husky, admiration filling his dark blue eyes.

      When the last drop of wine had been drunk, he stretched out his long legs, leaned against the cottage wall. Eleanor unbound her hair and lay down, resting her head in his lap as he stroked her curls.

      “I tire of these secret meetings,” he murmured, gazing down at her. “I want to marry you. I will make you my own forever. And shout it out to the world.”

      She felt like purring with pleasure as he slid a hand up her neck, and then his light, teasing touch traced a line across her mouth.

      “Mayhap I shall do so and damn your father and mine.”

      Alarmed at his words, she sat up, catching his hand. “No Gideon. Tis too sudden and too risky to marry.”

      Gaze solemn, he studied her. “You are so lovely, Eleanor, I cannot help myself. I must steal a kiss from you.”

      Gideon lowered his mouth toward hers. She closed her eyes, feeling his warm, firm mouth settle over hers in the lightest of kisses. Eleanor parted her lips, and he deftly slipped his tongue inside. Startled, she moaned beneath the sensual flick of his tongue, and Gideon broke the kiss.

      He cupped her face, his expression earnest. “Forgive me, my love. I forgot your innocence.”

      “There is nothing to forgive.” She touched his mouth as she always had these past six months together. “I would have you steal one thousand kisses from me over one thousand lifetimes if we could be together. But sometimes destiny and the fates are not kind.”

      Gideon closed his eyes, his beautiful mouth flattening. “Then we must make our own destiny, and the hell with the fates.”

      She wanted no one else but Gideon for her mate.

      Eleanor tenderly caressed the strong line of his chin, awed by the power of her love for this Fae. The thought of losing him was unbearable. “Gideon, do you believe there are Fae who are twin souls?”

      “Yes.” He caught her hand in his, brought it to his mouth to brush a kiss against her knuckles. “There are certain Others who were halved at the time of their being, and they spend their lives searching for each other to feel complete.”

      “And if they fail to find one another in a lifetime?”

      “Then they keep returning to this plane of existence, until they do.” Fierce heat burned in Gideon’s blue gaze. “When we consummate our union, we will unite not only in the flesh, but spirit as well. The mating ritual we undergo on Unseelie wedding nights is sexually intense.”

      Heat suffused her face and need made her clench her thighs together, hard.

      Gideon’s gaze filled with tenderness. “I love you, Eleanor. I will love only you and I promise my heart to you for all eternity.”

      Her heart swelled as he repeated the words in ancient Fae. They were sacred wedding rites. Here, in this green meadow with the birds and the wildlife for witnesses, he pledged his forever love.

      He lowered his mouth to hers for another kiss, this one ripe with possession. When they broke apart, she cupped his cheek again. “I love you too, Gideon. I promise my heart to you through this life and the next.”

      They needed no officials, no other Fae to make their bond legal. Eleanor knew from this moment on, they were married in the eyes of Danu, their goddess. But it troubled her that while she had found such happiness, her people continued to suffer the horrors of war.

      “If something happens to me, Gideon, you must marry another. Another whose union will end this bloody war.” A chill rushed down her spine, as if she’d seen her future divined in the green grasses surrounding them.

      “Never.” His dark blue gaze remained intense. “I will never love nor marry another, dear Eleanor. You are the only one for me.”

      “Father will never let us wed,” she warned. “He hates all your kind.”

      “If he tires of this war as we all do, he will see our union as the only means to seal the peace between our two kingdoms. My father sees the wisdom in such a match, Eleanor. I have confessed my feelings for you and he is willing to set aside differences for the sake of peace, and he will hold fast to a truce between our two warring kingdoms.”

      But Gideon’s determination and confidence made her fearful for him. Her powerful father could hurt him, badly, even though Gideon’s father seemed reasonable. Their two warring dynasties would never see peace.

      “My father is too filled with hate.”

      “Then I shall have to present myself to him to ask for your hand.”

      Eleanor shook her head. “He may never grant permission. If something happens to me, Gideon, promise me you will find a way to bring peace to both kingdoms. I cannot bear to see my people suffer anymore.” She clasped his hands. “We must find a way. You and I are the only rational Fae in this morass of hatred and violence.”

      He hesitated.

      “Please, my love. If you love me, no matter what, you will promise to end this war and seal the peace.”

      Gideon closed his eyes. “I promise, even to the risk of my own life.”

      Shuddering, she let out a long sigh. “Then I shall promise as well, my love. Tomorrow I shall approach my father and ask permission for you to court me. And make me your bride.”

      He opened his eyes, his gaze fierce. “We may only have a lifetime together, but I will love you for all eternity, Eleanor.”

      He gathered her close, stroking her hair. For a long moment they clung to each other. And even though the dark prince was powerful, and charming and could persuade anyone, Eleanor had a terrible suspicion Gideon was wrong about their future.

      They did not have a lifetime to be together.

      Her father would never allow it.

      

      Lady Eleanor was the loveliest woman he’d ever known, with the delicate flush of youth tinting her cheeks. Frail and delicate, she was seldom allowed to leave her castle alone. Each week she met him in secret, she’d escaped her bodyguards with the excuse of meditating in the forest.

      I will take good care of you my love, he promised.

      Gideon took the jeweled gold dagger hanging from a sheath on his belt. He carved his initials and Eleanor’s, along with a Dark Fae rune to indicate health and fertility, in the bark of the rowan tree that shaded them during their secret meetings.

      He tucked the blade back into the sheath and touched the tree, silently thanking it for allowing him to place his mark there. In this sacred glade, the only territory where no fighting existed between the two kingdoms, he and Eleanor had found their joy.

      Even though his nature was dark, sexual and deviant, he honored Eleanor. He would never disrespect her. Their kisses had been chaste, a far cry from the usual sexual activities Gideon had enjoyed.

      But ever since meeting Eleanor, he had no desire to even look at another woman. She held his heart, and her quiet courage in standing up to her father today proved her inner strength.

      Glancing overhead at the sun’s position, he realized it was nearly time for his meeting. Gideon jogged back down the mountain to the banks of the Crystal Creek near the glade of apple trees. Over the millennia, rulers from both kingdoms had met here to hammer out brittle truces.

      Today his father, King Feder, had sent word to King Aloke to meet here with Gideon, for “My honored son wishes to marry your daughter. With this union, I agree to cease hostilities between our kingdoms.”

      Gideon hoped his father’s words would be the start to a new era. Ever since losing his eldest son to the war, King Feder had aged rapidly. Gideon knew his father longed to join his beloved wife and son in the heavenly afterworld of Tir na-Nog, passing on the throne to Gideon’s half-brother Dariel. The right of succession would never rest with Gideon, the youngest son of Feder’s second wife.

      It mattered not to Gideon, who was content to drill in his father’s massive army and lead a military life as a warrior. Even in peacetime, he reasoned he could serve a useful purpose, perhaps as a diplomat between both kingdoms, boring though it sounded.

      As long as he could have Eleanor as his wife, Gideon would be happy.

      Despite her tough inner core, he worried about Eleanor in her father’s court. Gideon wanted to yank her out, protect her, and ensure no harm would ever touch her. But he must be patient and hope for diplomacy and clear, calmer heads to reign.

      Surely Aolke tired of this violence and bloodshed much as those in the Winter Kingdom did.

      Pacing up and down the creek bank, he finally heard a blast of trumpets that announced the approach of the Summer King on the opposite shore. Gideon looked at the dagger sheathed at his side. He would never disarm himself before the enemy, even if Aolke indicated he must.

      Trust only went so far.

      Gideon held his ground on the creek’s opposite bank as the royal guard drew up, the banners flapping in the gentle wind.

      Flanked by two royal guardsmen clad in blue and silver uniforms, King Aloke marched forward. Despite his regal robes and diamond-studded crown, Eleanor’s father looked worn and ancient. But where war and loss had worn down Feder, it only sharpened Aolke, whose mouth was stamped with a cruel edge and whose green eyes danced with madness.

      Gideon folded his arms. “Have you an answer to my father’s proposal, King Aolke? Will you give me Eleanor as my bride to seal peace at last between our two lands?”

      The king made a gesture, and a guard brought forth a sack. Aolke nodded and the guard opened the sack, spilling out the contents.

      Shock slapped Gideon, and for a moment, he could not breathe. Could not summon his dark magick or even lift his hand to dispel the horrifying image.

      A dead woman with hair dark as midnight, pink roses in her hair. Roses Gideon had picked for her only yesterday.

      “Here’s your bride, bastard Fae,” Aloke yelled. “I would rather my daughter die than be touched by your filthy hands. I will never allow a descendent of mine to be fathered by an Unseelie!”

      Aloke turned on his heels and left, followed by his royal guard. Gideon stared down at the still form lying near the bank.

      He forded the creek and slid to his knees before the still, prone form lying upon the green grass. He picked up the woman in white, her gown stained crimson.

      “No,” Gideon whispered. “No, please. Eleanor. Live. Live.”

      But no more blood flowed from the terrible wound in her heart, and her body was cold, so damnably cold.

      Gideon clutched at his love, willing her to live. He kissed her mouth, her cold mouth.

      Tears flooded his eyes, dropping onto her pale cheek.

      He had made a promise. To honor his love, he must keep it.

      He would seal peace between their two kingdoms.

      Even if it meant his life.

      And there was another promise he intended to keep as well.

      Gideon would never love another woman again. Even unto the end of time.
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      Sex on a stick. A very long, thick stick.

      So this was the man she was to wed and eventually assassinate.

      Glamoured as smoke and shadow, Lady Alia Eleanor Danvers hovered in the tunnel of her father’s dungeon as she watched her father’s royal guards seize her unconscious future husband. Clad in customary black tunic, black leggings and boots, her future mate was shockingly handsome.

      Especially for a Dark Fae prince.

      Taller than the guards dragging him through the tunnel, Lord Gideon had dark gold hair hanging to his broad shoulders, a chiseled profile and a trim, athletic body that hinted of muscle, not the fat bellies some members of her father’s court sported. Ladies in the Summer Court whispered of his sexual prowess, the skills that now caused the guards to lock him up for safekeeping.

      Not that the dank, dark cells of her father’s dungeon were safe. But Lord Gideon Mac Tyrell had dark magick running through every cell of his body. Wicked magick. Sex magick.

      They said he could seduce a maiden with a mere glance, and leave her pining for his touch, his lips pressed to all her secret spaces.

      Alia’s breath hitched and the space between her legs throbbed with need. Her pulse raced faster as she gazed upon him.

      So masculine… sinful, unlike the sometimes foppish Fae of her court. She could easily lie beneath this male to conceive an heir. Something deep inside her cried out to spare him and turn away from the path of murder.

      Did I know you in a past life, she silently asked the unconscious Fae. Were we bound together in some manner?

      Alia shook free of the fantasy. Lord Gideon Mac Tyrell was the enemy. Dark Fae. Unseelie. Wicked magick, not the good, light magick of the Summer Court.

      Not that the Summer Court held any good magick. Lately it was filled with shadows and secrets.

      Prince Gideon was promised to her in a marriage that would seal the peace between the rival Fae kingdoms. To keep the royal prince away from the temptations of other court maidens, her father, the Seelie king, decided to show him the hospitality of a dark, dank cell.

      Alia frowned. Lord Gideon seemed far more powerful than an ordinary Unseelie. For a moment, she detected a flicker of a crimson and gold aura—one normally reserved for the mighty, immortal Crimson Wizard. The Crimson Wizard was the guardian, and judge, over both Seelie and Unseelie Fae.

      Alia wrinkled her brow, trying to recall the Crimson Wizard. She could not remember his face, only that the Crimson Wizard had taken her breath away last month when she’d seen him in her father’s Summer Court.

      While paying a very rare visit, the Crimson Wizard had touched her cheek and healed the burn her father had placed there. His touch had been soft as lamb’s wool and passion had burned in his gaze.

      But he held a power strong enough to destroy the entire Summer Court, and if she displeased him, she might cease to exist. And even though something deep inside her sparked to life when she saw the Crimson Wizard, and she’d longed to kiss him, Alia knew it was a mere girlish crush. Such feelings would never be returned.

      The immortal Crimson Wizard cared not for the anguish of the entrapped females in the Summer Court. Her own mother had warned her never to call upon the wizard, even in times of severe distress. The Crimson Wizard favored the Winter Court and had an inclination to destroy Fae from their kingdom.

      So Alia gave up hope of that wizard’s aid. No one would help her, except herself.

      Her only choice to free the women from the evil plaguing the Summer Court was to kill her groom and start a war between the Summer Court and the Winter Court.

      Alia knew she would suffer a terrible, painful death for taking Gideon’s life.

      Death would be a release from the torment she suffered in the Summer Court. What mattered most was saving one who could never save herself… a little girl who would perish unless Alia herself took Gideon’s life.

      “Let’s see what he looks like beneath that finery,” a guard said.

      They tore off Gideon’s clothing until he was fully nude. She caught a glimpse of strong legs dusted with dark hair, muscles rippling over a lean waist, and his long, thick shaft.

      He will put that inside me to make a babe and there is nothing I can do. I cannot fight him.

      Oddly enough the thought did not anger her, only made her feminine center clench hard with sudden need. So strange. She had never been attracted to many males, and this one sent her on a dizzying spiral of arousal.

      After opening the cell door, the guards threw Prince Gideon inside. She felt unwanted sympathy for her future groom. Gideon was a pawn in a power play.

      No pity. Pity would stay her hand and prevent her from doing what she must.

      The guards went down the tunnel. Slipping among the shadows, her glamor disguising her as shadow, she followed.

      They reached the furthest cell and opened the door.

      Suddenly her glamour faded and she found herself in corporeal flesh, clad in her customary white gown. Alia gasped at sight of the prisoner.

      Silvia. Her friend from court. After stripping off her gown, they pushed her onto the floor.

      One guard pulled down his leggings, exposing his erection. He spread open Silvia’s naked legs as she screamed and struggled. Alia waved a hand to summon her magick but becoming shadow and smoke had drained her.

      She could do nothing to prevent this.

      Tears rolled down her cheeks. She scrubbed them away with an angry fist as the guard began raping her hapless friend. If magick would not work, she could use her physical strength.

      Alia started to run into the cell. A thought suddenly entered her mind. Call upon the power of the Crimson Wizard.

      Not stopping to question the urgent whisper, Alia silently chanted the words appearing in her mind. Crimson Wizard, guardian and judge of me, give to me your magick so I may set Silvia free.

      Strength filled her weary limbs and magick poured into her as if she held the powers of ten thousand Fae. The force of the power threatened to squeeze her, consume her. Gasping, Alia staggered backward, wishing the power would ease.

      And then it did, becoming only a warm glow pulsing inside her. Alia held out a hand, stunned to see her aura flickering gold and crimson.

      The aura of the Crimson Wizard.

      Perhaps this was a dream brought on by sheer desperation. No matter. She thought of herself invisible as air and saw her hand vanish.

      They could not see her.

      Fresh purpose filled her. Naked, the woman struggled and writhed beneath the fat guard’s weight as he thrust himself inside her. The other guard, his leggings around his ankles, stroked his shaft as he watched and leered.

      After lifting her skirts, Alia removed the sharp dagger strapped to her right thigh, the blade she’d stolen from a lord in her father’s court. She kept it hidden, for the punishment was death if a woman was caught carrying weapons. She began tracing an ancient spell in the air with the dagger’s tip, symbols previously unknown to her that she now understood. Runes sparked in the air.

      The watching guard stopped pleasuring himself. A vacant look entered his eyes.

      “Drop to the ground on your back as you ought,” she sang out. “You will fall into dream and remember naught.”

      When he did so, falling into a deep sleep, she turned to the other guard.

      “Get off her, and lie on the ground on your back as you ought,” she sang out. “You will fall into dream and remember naught.”

      The guard climbed off Silvia, and lay on his back, his eyes closing. Alia willed herself to be visible once more.

      Her friend scrambled to her feet and saw her. Shock widened Silvia’s eyes.

      “Silvia, to me,” she told the woman. “Get out of the cell and wait in the tunnel.”

      Sniffling, the woman gathered her clothing to her chest and edged past Alia. Alia backed out of the cell, still holding the dagger. Magick still rushing through her in a flood, she looked at the guards with loath and disgust.

      I can easily kill you. I have the power. But there is no justice in such easy slaughter.

      Yet how could she leave them here, free to commit such crimes once more?

      The same feminine voice that whispered earlier in her mind spoke again.

      Justice is for the one who holds naught the power and still has the wisdom. They will not go unpunished. Trust your heart.

      Having no choice, for already she could feel the magick within her fade, Alia swiftly shut the cell door and locked it. The guards remained unconscious on the floor, their erections pointing into the air like exclamation marks.

      In the tunnel, Silvia hung back, looking down. Her friend was ashamed.

      “How did you do that, Alia?” Silvia asked.

      “I don’t know. Perhaps I gleaned some power from the dagger I stole. What happened?” she spoke quietly and gently to her traumatized friend.

      A sniffle, and a swipe of her eyes. “I was out alone and the guards were lusty and they dragged me in here.”

      Women had no protection anymore. They were all vulnerable. This must end.

      Alia stepped back and traced a mark in the air. The runes came to her naturally, a series of complicated symbols she previously had never known existed.

      Two gold fairies with wings of crimson suddenly appeared. No bigger than hummingbirds, they flitted in the air.

      “Command us and we obey,” they chirped.

      Still clutching her gown, her shoulders hunched, Silvia wept.

      Alia made a decision. “Take my friend to a safe place where no man can find her in this kingdom. Keep her safe with your powers so none shall see her.”

      “The Enchanted Cottage in the forest of Starlight is safe,” one fairy sang out.

      “Too obvious. My father has guards patrol there. Take her to the wilding settlement. Find her a cottage of her own, food and supplies.”

      “It will be as you ask,” one fairy told her.

      Alia turned to her friend, squeezed her hand.

      “Go,” she said quietly to the weeping woman. “The fairies will cloak you with magick to conceal you from all view and show you the way to sanctuary.”

      The fairies flitted along the tunnel as Silvia raced behind her.

      The powerful magick within her suddenly vanished, leaving her weak and exhausted. She replaced the dagger and then Alia stumbled down the tunnel to the secret, hidden entrance leading to the royal apartments.

      When she reached her bedchamber, she flung herself on the bed.

      Silvia was safe, but her spirit was ruined. It would take much to recover.

      How many women had suffered from the crude lust of men in her kingdom? She tried to save as many as possible, but she was powerless to help them all.

      Men in the Summer Kingdom were free to mistreat women as long as her father reigned. Previously he had been indifferent, punishing such transgressions infrequently. Now he was much worse.

      In the past two years, he encouraged the mistreatment, urging his court and the common Fae to treat women like chattel.

      The only hope lay in the arrangement she had made with a powerful Fae lord from the Summer Court who loathed the Unseelie Court. He hated the peace between the two courts and wanted to smash it.

      He wanted war.

      Once Alia killed her husband, the Unseelie Prince, the Winter King would have the right to strike back at the Summer King as blood payment and start another war.

      Lord Ekim would assassinate her father in the chaos that followed. Alia’s brother, the strong, wise Prince Mauricio would reign and stop this mistreatment of all women.

      It must be this way. She, who loved life, must kill. She would not fall in love with her husband and spare his life.

      No matter what, she would do what was requested of her so her people would finally be free of tyranny.

      Even though she would be executed for the murder, death would be a welcome relief from the sufferings all women in the Summer Court endured.

      

      He wanted to scream until his ears bled.

      Dark. So damn dark. He awoke to find himself alone, naked and confined to a dark, silent prison.

      Powerless.

      Gideon, the Crimson Wizard, felt his breathing grow ragged, his heart race with panic. He hated the dark, loathed it, feared it. It harkened him back to the time he’d spent in a cramped, inky black cell after offering himself as a willing prisoner to King Aolke to end the Fae Wars. King Feder, Gideon’s father, had killed Aolke’s eldest son as revenge for the slaying of Eleanor.

      Gideon had known the two kingdoms would never cease hostilities unless he sacrificed himself, so he had become a willing prisoner to save the Fae and end the war. Eventually, Aolke executed him and afterward, the goddess Danu anointed Gideon as the immortal Crimson Wizard, guardian and judge of all Fae.

      Even Dark Fae like him craved light. Unseelie Fae adored starlight. Summer Fae worshipped sunshine.

      Gideon would have given the tip of his pointed ears for a ray of sunshine back then.

      You are no longer that powerless Fae you were when you were mortal, he reminded himself. You are the immortal Crimson Wizard now.

      Oh wait. He gave a grudging laugh. He was that powerless. He might be immortal, but Danu had stripped from him his Crimson Wizard powers as punishment for aiding Tristan, the Silver Wizard.

      Gideon carefully stretched out his legs. Closing his eyes, he breathed deep. Slowly, he stood. Enough room in the ceiling to accommodate his six feet, four inches. Almost a luxury, this particular cell.

      He reached out a hand, felt the cold dampness of a wall. Eyes still closed, he walked the confines of the cell, mapping out the space. Then he opened his eyes, desperate for a sliver of light. One shone beneath the thick door leading to freedom.

      One thousand years ago, he’d been confined to such a cell before he’d died to his mortal life. Back then, he’d been a Dark Fae prince, nearly driven mad by lack of light and sound. He had lived by the door for that faint light, until King Aolke found out and ordered the hallway lamps extinguished.

      There was no light that could cut through the darkness in your soul.

      The mad Summer King had repeated those words to Gideon. King Aolke whispered them into his mind until Gideon thought he’d go mad himself.

      He had comforted himself in the confining darkness with thoughts of his favorite forest glade. Memory sliced through the suffocating blackness of his cell, filling it with green ferns, sparkling silver water splashing over rocks as it meandered down the creek, and thick trees with pale orange leaves and fat yellow fruit that burst into your mouth.

      After fifty years, the memories began to pale.

      After one hundred years, Gideon stood on the threshold of insanity.

      Now he touched the thin beam of light streaming into the cell, grounding himself. He was not the same mortal Fae who had screamed and begged for them to torture him and provide some relief from the silent darkness.

      He was here for a reason. What reason, he knew not.

      Yet.

      Closing his eyes, he breathed in the dank air. Scent aided him in the past. He smelled sour fear, acid anger, and something very dark and nasty lingering below the surface.

      His eyes opened in the gloom. The very nasty scent warned him evil had infiltrated this kingdom.

      You are not the same Fae you were a thousand years ago. You will get through this.

      Back then, he’d welcomed the torture Aolke ordered inflicted on him once a year. It meant leaving his cell, blinding light burning his eyes, but even the sting of the whip and the slash of the knife brought relief from the silent, suffocating darkness.

      Gideon rubbed his scarred wrists.

      Aolke had been ignorant in all the ways of Dark Fae like Gideon. He did not know that torture and pain were tolerated easily, and among some Dark Fae, used to give sexual pleasure.

      But he did know that darkness killed the spirit.

      Aolke was long dead, and his heir Oren now reigned as the Summer King. But Oren must have learned his father’s tricks about the dark cells.

      Gideon touched the shaft of light again. As the Crimson Wizard, he could have blasted through the cell door, torn down the walls with a flick of a finger.

      Where had his wizard powers gone? The goddess Danu could easily strip them away, but she must store them someplace, for eventually his punishment would end and the magick returned to him.

      Maybe she put them inside someone else for safekeeping. The thought alarmed him. But he had no time to entertain it now.

      Gideon sought inside himself for the Dark Fae magick he hoped he had not also lost. He saw it glimmering there, winking like a black beacon in the sunshine.

      Relief washed over him. His Dark Fae powers weren’t sufficient to destroy this cell, but at least he had some magick. First, he needed information. He placed a palm on the door and flinched at the burning pain. Iron.

      No matter. Pain was naught. He pounded on the metal, feeling the iron sear his skin like fire.

      “Open this door now! Let me out!”

      The door opened and Gideon blinked. Two men in bright blue tunics with silver mesh chest plates and bright blue leggings stood in the doorway.  Silver swords and daggers were strapped to their waists, and each had a blue cloak attached to the shoulders of their tunics with starburst silver emblems he recognized as the Summer King’s sigil.

      “Who am I?” he asked, hoping to glean insight from their answers.

      The guard laughed. “Not even four hours in there and he’s already weeping like a babe, not knowing who he is.”

      “Who am I?” he repeated.

      The other guard frowned and shoved at his companion. Then he touched his forelock and nodded his head. “You are Lord Gideon Mac Tyrell, Prince of the Winter Court.”

      “Why am I here?”

      “You are Unseelie, our enemy. We cannot trust you until you officially put your signature in blood on the marriage contract. King Oren ordered you confined until you agreed to sign,” the tall guard told him.

      Shock pummeled him. If the guard informed him that he was to turn eunuch, he could not have been more alarmed. There was only one woman he’d sworn to make his wife, and Eleanor was long dead and buried for more than a thousand years.

      He would love her for all eternity. And he’d vowed to never love another woman, a promise he’d kept in his cold heart since holding her lifeless body in his arms.

      “Marriage contract? To whom?”

      The shorter guard sneered. “He’s forgotten already. Lady Alia, King Oren’s daughter.”

      Alia?

      He almost laughed. If he were a pawn in an arranged marriage, it would have to be the one Summer Fae he secretly desired.

      The only woman with whom he might forget himself, who could capture his heart.

      When he’d seen her last month in court, Gideon had wanted her to see the real man inside, the Dark Fae with bright, burning passions, who sacrificed his mortal life to bring peace between both courts. The Fae whose legendary skills as a lover rippled through the female courtiers, who stared at him and moistened their red mouths.

      The Fae who’d longed for a simple touch, a caress to know someone cared about him as a man, not an image…

      I cannot be that man. I must think of protecting my people. There is tremendous darkness in this kingdom, but I know not where it comes from. The Summer Kingdom is riddled with evil.

      As Crimson Wizard, Gideon had no hope of infiltrating this court, for he was too visible and Oren had centuries of hiding secrets. Perhaps this marriage would allow him to find out what Oren hid. Gideon knew he must find the source of evil and quash it before it spread.

      If Danu desires me to become a spy in this court, I shall play the game.

      Assured of this, he kept his thoughts guarded. The guards escorted him down a long, stone-lined tunnel into another larger cell, this time filled with golden light from six flickering torches on the wall sconces.

      The shorter guard, a fat fellow with streaks of red in his long hair, pointed at Gideon’s crotch and laughed.

      “So the rumor isn’t true. The Unseelie do have cocks.”

      Gideon stood straight and tall. If this one thought Gideon was intimated by being nude, he was foolish. Words did not hurt.

      Silence and darkness did.

      The taller one frowned. “Stop it, Camus. Lord Gideon is a royal of the Winter Court and soon to be a member of our king’s court.”

      Flicking his gaze to the plain silver dagger at the tall guard’s waist, Gideon flattened his mouth. “Yes and my father the Winter King will not be pleased at how I’ve been treated, thrown naked into a dark cell like a thief. I demand clothing.”

      The taller guard removed his cloak and handed it to Gideon.

      Play the part. A true Dark Prince would not accept this with thanks.

      Gideon held it by two fingers and sniffed. “It smells like the rankness of the Summer Court, but it will suffice.”

      The tall guard reddened as Camus laughed. “That’s the Unseelie for you. Ungrateful bastards, all of them.”

      Camus unlocked the door. “She’s too good for him. Oren should have selected one of our own to marry her.”

      “She’s a woman. Women have two purposes. Fucking and breeding. She’ll give the king the grandson and heir he wants,” shot back the taller guard.

      They did not recognize him as the Crimson Wizard. He thanked Danu for the glamour cloaking his true identity.

      But he did not know how long it would last, and when Danu decided to reveal his true identity as the Crimson Wizard, and they knew he lacked his powers…

      I’m dog meat. He almost laughed.

      All these hundreds of years, relishing his powers, using it to keep the balance between the two rival courts to prevent another brutal, bloody Fae War, and his magick would not seal the peace for good.

      But his marriage.

      The tall guard opened the thick oak door. Gideon gauged his chances. He could run, overpower the guards, but he didn’t know the layout of this underground tunnel.

      And though he’d been the Crimson Wizard for nearly a thousand years and itched to have his magick back, his senses warned there was a greater purpose at work. Danu always had a reason.

      Prudence and patience were required more than haste and power.

      Rolling his shoulders, he arched his spine, wishing these buffoons would leave so he could test his Unseelie powers. It had been too long since he relied on that magick.

      Relying on one’s original magick powers was like riding in a horse and buggy instead of a Ferrari, Xavier, the Crystal Wizard had once joked. X always did enjoy fast cars.

      “Bring her in,” the tall guard yelled.

      The tips of Gideon’s pointed ears tingled. They usually only did that in the presence of someone he knew. Interesting.

      Two more guards brought in a lovely young Fae. Gideon’s breath hitched as he recognized her.

      Alia.

      Last month he had been in this same court as the Crimson Wizard. He had locked gazes with her as she boldly thanked him for destroying her groom-to-be, Lord Moxley. Moxley had been riddled with necromancer magick, serving the Dark Lord, the ruler of hell for otherworlders.

      I must be the replacement groom.

      The flush of youth showed in her delicate, pale skin, the waterfall of sable hair spilling down her backside. Her eyes were the blue of a summer sky, and her mouth was sweet and pink as a blushing rose.

      A white wool gown covered her body, draping over her lush curves, the generous breasts and hips. Alia was curvy, not slender as some female Seelie. A prize for any Fae. His blood tingled as he caressed her with his gaze, his very male and very Dark Fae senses surging naturally and responding to such feminine grace.

      And yet the tips of his ears tingled harder as if he knew her well.

      He could not predict the next move. The guards ripped away her white wool gown, leaving her naked. Alia stared straight ahead, a furious flush tinting her cheeks and throat.

      The guards laughed and Camus licked his fat lips. Gideon’s hands itched to hold his knife, but he controlled his rage. Later, he would seek revenge against the guards for daring to defile her. Too much was at stake now to let emotions rule.

      And yet, he could not help his body’s natural response at seeing Alia. It was more than her body. He had seen countless naked, beautiful woman over the course of his fourteen hundred years.

      Defiance sparked in her eyes, and her chin lifted straight as she stared at nothing. As if the crude leers, snickers and the lusty stares of the guards mattered not.

      Alia had a fierce spirit his own jaded soul recognized. A tingle rushed down his spine. There was something so familiar and dear about her, but he could not pinpoint it.

      Perhaps it was the way she stood straight and tall, as if cloaked in fine furs instead of her own skin.

      Or the flush of anger reddening her cheeks. He could not believe it was shame or humiliation.

      This woman had endured much worse. He saw it in the fury snapping in her blue eyes.

      Gideon smiled softly as he glanced at the guard nearest to Lady Alia, who kept ogling her full, round breasts.

      I would step away from this one, if I were you. She might take your own blade and stab you through the heart.

      But she made no such move. Remaining motionless, she fisted her hands at her sides.

      The taller guard pointed at Gideon’s erection. “Well, at least the king will know he’s fit to do the deed to impregnate her.”

      “Bastard Dark Fae seed,” Camus shot back, shaking his head. “Waste of a good breeding. I’m more suited to get her with child than he is.”

      The guards began discussing Gideon and Alia’s upcoming union in very frank sexual terms, one even making a bet on how long it would take Gideon to impregnate her. Gideon looked at Alia, willing her to not hear them.

      She did not even glance his way, but continued to stare at the wall.

      They were two players in a very dangerous chess game. And for the first time in more than a millennia, he had no clue of the outcome, nor could he influence it.

      “Let’s see if she’s wet as well in the presence of her stud.”  Leering, Camus flexed his fingers and reached down to the space between Alia’s legs.

      This he would never tolerate. Gideon seized the guard’s hand. “Touch her and I will slit your throat. She is to become mine and mine alone.”

      The guard stopped. Surprise filled his expression. “You have no blade.”

      “I have no need of a weapon.”

      He released the Fae’s hand. All four guards backed away, fear in their eyes. He gauged their reactions, realized they had no clue of the extent of Dark Fae powers. And even though the Summer King allowed Unseelie lords in his court in order to honor the peace agreement, Gideon doubted lesser folk such as these guards knew the power of Unseelie magick.

      He could use this to his advantage.

      “I apologize for my men’s rudeness. Does Lady Alia meet with my lord’s pleasure?” This from the tall guard, who seemed anxious to please Gideon.

      “His cockstand indicates so,” yelled one guard, as the others laughed. .

      The tall guard frowned.

      Gideon raised a dark brow. “My kind achieve a cockstand by looking at a woman. It is in our nature.”

      More laughter from the guards, and a deeper flush from Alia.

      But he would not stand by and watch them leer at her. Gideon took the blue cloak the guard had given him. She was tall, as most Fae were. He gently draped the warm velvet around her, shielding her body from their lusty eyes.

      She did not look up at him, but now her flush deepened and she trembled. Her fingers grasped at the edges of the cloak as she pulled it around herself.

      Every male instinct raged to remove her from this dark, ugly cell filled with greed and lust and spirit her away to the warm sunshine and a place where he could keep her safe. But he knew he must keep his true intent guarded. Even from his future bride.

      Gideon could not help himself. He gently clasped her chin. A shock of awareness rushed through him, sweet as summer wine. Alia frowned, as if she had also felt it. He rubbed a thumb over the delicate velvet of her soft skin, and lifted her face to see him.

      Rage snapped in her eyes.

      We will both need it to survive this.

      Gideon nodded as he reluctantly removed his hand from her chin. “She pleases me.”

      “Her virginity has been verified by the king’s physician.” The tall guard glanced at Alia.

      Gideon studied his future bride, wondering how loathsome that procedure had been for Alia.

      “And once you bed her on your wedding day, you will give proof of her deflowering to the steward, as is custom here.”

      His disgust grew. “An ancient custom my people no longer observe.”

      “King Oren demands it as part of the marriage contract.”

      Alia had no say in this, Gideon realized. She was a pawn, as he was, but he held more power as a male.

      He did not need to be Crimson Wizard to see there was something very wrong in this court. They did not revere women and treat them with tender accord as the Unseelie did, but objectified them.

      In his court, had a lowly guard dared to grab a female by her genitals, even a common female and not a royal, he would have that hand removed.

      Along with his cock and balls.

      “Are you ready to sign the marriage contract?” asked the tall guard.

      “A minute.”

      He could not allow King Oren to see him naked. Oren would use it against him.

      Gideon turned, reached within for his Dark Fae powers, wishing to be clad in customary garb. Relief filled him as he conjured clothing on his body. Black tunic, leggings, and soft leather boots. His unbound hair was suddenly tied back in a queue with a simple strip of leather.

      Gideon turned and nodded. The guard went to the cell door, issued instructions.

      A minute later, King Oren materialized inside the cell. All the guards bowed low. Alia inclined her head.

      The Seelie king was tall, with a shock of silvery hair and piercing blue eyes. He carried a jewel-covered scepter about the size of a ruler. The scepter was a symbol of his power, not the source, but this time Gideon noticed the diamond topping the scepter was dark blue, not the perfect sparkling gem it had been.

      Suspicion filled him as he immediately felt the power pulsing from the gemstone. There was a sinister radiance to the scepter, one that hadn’t been present last month when he’d visited the court as the Crimson Wizard.

      Gideon folded his arms across his chest and kept his gaze level. He would never bow before this king.

      “I am happy to see you came to your senses, Lord Gideon,” Oren boomed in his deep voice. “My daughter is most comely. Indeed many a Fae in my kingdom would love to fuck her.” Oren laughed. “Even me, were she not my daughter.”

      Alia bristled, but remained silent.

      Oren snapped his fingers and a rolled parchment appeared on the table in the cell, along with a feather quill.

      Gideon held up a hand. “Before I sign, one question. Your daughter Alia has said nothing about this arrangement. Does she not have a voice in the matter?”

      King Oren barely glanced at his daughter. “No. She serves a purpose—for your pleasure and to breed heirs. Nothing more.”

      Gideon locked gazes with the king. “And my purpose?”

      Oren smiled. “Fill my daughter’s belly with your sons and you shall fulfill your end of the bargain. Marry my daughter and give me a grandson in ten moons, and I will give your father, the Winter King, the territory he craves.” Oren’s gaze was sly. “Cantabria.”

      Power and land. It had always been thus. But this time, Gideon suspected Oren had another motive.

      He studied a fingernail as if bored. “That is my sire’s want. What of mine?”

      “Your want is my daughter to fuck all night and make babies with her.”

      “Maybe I want more than a mere fucking. I am a Dark Fae and you know our deviant streak. But that is not something I wish to discuss in front of my future bride. Why make her uncomfortable now while she is still a maiden?” Gideon glanced at Alia. Blood had drained from her face.

      Oren laughed and the guards joined in. “I chose well. Moxley was not a true Dark prince as you are, with your kind’s sexual needs.” He looked at the guards. “Get out. And take her with you.”

      Two guards marched Alia out of the cell, closing the door behind them.

      Oren licked his lips. “What do you want to do with my daughter? Bondage? Sadism?”

      The Summer King had no protective streak toward his offspring. Only greed and rank curiosity shone in his face.

      Gideon shrugged. “What I plan to do in the bedchamber is none of your damn business. I’ll order the usual wedding night sex toys from my kingdom. What I want from you is a place in your court, a place of high honor, close to you as Moxley was.”

      Suspicion filled Oren’s expression. “Why? Your kind detests my court and I was told by your emissary that you favor this arrangement for the female pleasure.”

      Opening up his Dark Fae senses, he felt a touch of greed and lust coming from Oren. And envy.

      Oren envied Dark Fae magick. One reason to seal this union between the two kingdoms.

      Perhaps he plans to drain my magick.

      Gideon settled for the one assumption about all Dark Fae.

      “Indeed. It is why I desire to be a close member of your court, which I have heard contains much beauty. Why fuck one female when one has an entire buffet as well?”

      Oren laughed and slapped him on the back. Gideon resisted the urge to wipe the spot the king had touched.

      “Well said. I will grant you a place in my court, but as for higher honors, you must earn them as you earn my favor.”

      “Fair enough,” Gideon agreed.

      He read through the marriage contract and his stomach clenched with hard regret. It was nearly the same as his own father had drafted a thousand years ago when Gideon had sworn to marry Eleanor.

      His love. His only love.

      This was no marriage of love, but strategic diplomacy, to preserve peace between the two kingdoms that had seen too much bloodshed over many millennia. Personal feelings weren’t important. Only status and titles mattered here.

      The delicately penned paragraph at the bottom held the largest threat. Gideon read it twice.

      If either party in the marriage contract should cause bodily harm to the other through an attempt at assassination, the sire of that party has the right to demand blood vengeance from the sire of the offender and the peace between the two kingdoms shall be broken.

      Darkness and death filled Oren’s smile, shadowed with ageless blood and violence as Gideon tapped the contact. “Is this part necessary?”

      “I added that section. If you kill my daughter or attempt to kill her, I will go to war against your father. Your father has the same right if my daughter kills or attempts to kill you.”

      This section had not been in the original contract. Immediately all his suspicions rose. He could almost hear Tristan’s amusement at this. You’d better be very nice to your bride, my friend. Ten orgasms a night, not just one, and maybe she won’t try to take your balls.

      It is not my balls I am worried about, Tristan.

      “The Crimson Wizard may not agree,” Gideon murmured.

      “It does not matter. The contract terms were approved by the goddess.” Oren’s smile grew wider, slyer. “So you and Alia must learn to tolerate each other unless you desire bloodshed and centuries of war. Both of you are the keepers of the truce between our kingdoms.”

      Marriage to Alia when his heart belonged to Eleanor. Alia of the woeful eyes and the fiery spirit. The pen hesitated in his hand. Gideon closed his eyes for a minute.

      Forgive me, Eleanor. I must do this to keep the peace, and find the evil shadowing this kingdom.

      His hand now steady, Gideon signed the marriage contract. A guard gave him a ceremonial silver dagger, the hilt encrusted with jewels, to put his blood upon the parchment as a seal.

      After doing so, he tested the blade in his hand as Oren rolled up the parchment. A good weight and a good weapon.

      “I will keep this as a token of our arrangement,” Gideon told the king.

      Shrugging, Oren took the parchment, rolled it up. “It is a dull blade. No magick. Come, I shall send you to the Great Hall. Dinner is about to commence. You shall sit at my right hand.”

      Gideon felt himself pulled through time and space.

      He materialized inside the dining hall. A royal guard escorted him to the seat to the right of the throne.

      After sitting, Gideon touched the dagger at his waist. Soon, he would have a wife to cherish and protect. No matter what else happened, he would honor Alia and keep her safe.

      The game with Oren and his court had begun.

      But how it would end, he knew not.
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      Tomorrow was her wedding day, but she still sat at the low end of the royal table, lower than the salt.

      At her father’s right hand sat her future groom, talking with the king as if they had been lifelong friends. Odd, considering King Oren was seventeen hundred years old and Lord Gideon was…

      Older than her, though he looked no more than thirty. Alia was twenty-five, quite young for a Fae, but not for the virginal daughter of the Summer King. Judging from his slight air of arrogance, Lord Gideon must have seen at least a century. Certainly he was more confident than the courtiers who fawned and preened in the king’s presence, currying favor.

      The Unseelie prince sat at the place usually reserved for Mauricio, the crown prince. Mauricio had not joined them. Alia knew her half-brother had chosen not to dine with their father in more than a month, preferring meals in the quiet privacy of his apartments. He made appearances in court when requested by the king, but otherwise avoided their father’s company.

      She wished she could do the same tonight. But at least here she could study her groom.

      With his dark gold hair, burning blue eyes, strong, aristocratic face and full mouth, Gideon was the most striking and handsome Fae at the table. The black clothing was snug against his muscled body, the leggings showing the curve of muscled calf and thigh. Gideon did not resemble a foppish Fae with a penchant for fashionable clothing and drink.

      He was all hard edges, a blade ready to slice iron. A true warrior Fae. And yet he had kindness in him. Gideon had left his seat to greet her when she entered the dining hall. He’d touched her hand and she’d felt a jolt, as if they’d been connected in some fashion. He’d looked startled as well, but then had to return to his seat when Oren impatiently summoned him.

      Since she was a royal daughter, Alia sat to the right of the youngest lord with the least influence in the Summer Court. King Oren thrived on dishing out crumbs of attention to the lords, who fought over them like dogs over bones.

      All the women of the court sat to her right. No woman, not even the king’s First Wife, held a place of high esteem at the table.

      Lord Negelim, desperate for attention from her father, shouted out to Gideon. “Lord Gideon, are you much anticipating tomorrow night when you are in the marriage bed with your bride?”

      Silence draped the table.

      Gideon’s square jaw tightened. He picked up his wine goblet, drank, appearing to ignore the crude question.

      But no one looked at the Unseelie prince. Instead, they craned their necks, watching the Summer King, awaiting his response.

      “Of course he is,” her father drawled. “He is deeply anticipating it.”

      Ripples of laughter from the men followed. Sensing an opening, Negelim looked at her.

      “Deep. Very deep. Balls deep.”

      What a contemptible ass. Alia bristled as she glared at the laughing Lord Negelim and his friends.

      “Deeper than you ever can manage,” she shot back. “Lord Negelim, you are as deep as a puddle. In philosophy and I am certain…other matters.”

      Suppressed titters from her handmaidens, and a few guffaws from the men. Gideon’s mouth twitched upward in a brief smile. He lifted his goblet in her direction and nodded.

      Blood drained from Lord Negelim’s face. He stood, walked over to her and slapped her hard. Alia reeled backward, her cheek burning with pain, her humiliation flaring hot.

      Sheer will enabled her to check tears of rage. One did not cry at the Summer King’s table.

      Judging from the harsh laughter around the table, there would be no retribution.

      Suddenly Gideon left his seat. He flung out his hands and Lord Negelim sailed backward, slamming into the stone wall. Tapestries shook and even the elegant silver sconces trembled. Negelim sank to the ground with a moan, holding his head.

      Gideon raked a cool gaze over the table and the startled young lords.

      “The next person who dares to lay a hand on my intended will receive much worse. She is mine and mine alone to touch.” His mouth flattened.

      With a gentle hand, he touched her cheek, the move reminding her of the time when the Crimson Wizard himself healed her injury. This Fae had no such powers, but his warm palm upon her skin felt soothing.

      “Are you all right?” he asked quietly.

      Alia nodded, deeply shaken at such dark power much as his touch calmed her. She did not want him protecting her.

      It was better to have distance in their relationship. I cannot afford your compassion. Better your contempt. Even though every fiber of her being longed for his touch, and cherished it, for it was ripe with tenderness she seldom felt.

      Alia thanked Gideon. She picked up her glass of water and drank. No wine, for she must keep her wits.

      “Be strong, as I know you are,” he murmured.

      Gideon rested his hand for a minute on her shoulder, and he squeezed gently, almost as if in warning.

      Like the young lords, she craved attention and praise. Not from her father, no, she had given up on him years ago. And she had discovered his attentions could be deadly, as she’d witnessed when Oren turned his wrath upon her mother…

      I am flawed. I am not perfect. But I am a person and I deserve more than crumbs of flattery. I deserve more than the hard slap of an overbearing, arrogant lord.

      Silence was her best defense. She could not risk talking and perhaps spill even mundane details, for there were spies everywhere in her father’s castle.

      Spies eager to gain favor with the Summer King, who would murder their own mothers for a morsel of power Oren deigned to bestow.

      Gideon seemed kind and caring. But they were not married yet. She expected things would be different once they were bonded. She must remain cautious and true to her assignment of assassinating her groom.

      Her mouth constantly got her in trouble. If Gideon anticipated a babbling bride, filled with conversation, he would indeed be surprised.

      

      Gideon hated silence. He had the uncomfortable feeling his bride would not open to him.

      I need to work with you, for you to trust me and tell me all you know about this kingdom and how I may navigate it. Do not shut me out, Alia.

      Fury filled him at the callous attitude of the men in this court, at the Summer King’s disregard of his daughter’s welfare. He’d known the balance had tipped when he appeared here last month in his full power as the Crimson Wizard.

      But treatment of women had never been this vile. Ten years ago, when he’d made an appearance here to marry a royal lord and his lady, the men had revered women. Female Fae had held positions equal to the men. Some had even been elevated over them.

      What in seven hells had happened to this court? Oren had never been this cold and cruel.

      Playing the role of a Winter Court prince engaged to a Summer Court princess was one matter. He would not stand by and watch his bride be abused by others. Even if it meant growing closer to her father, and gaining information he needed to find the true source of evil infiltrating Oren’s palace.

      Letting his hand rest on Alia’s shoulder for a moment longer, he enjoyed the feel of delicate bone and sinew beneath the high-collared white wool dress. Alia was lovely, a true Fae beauty.

      But it was her fiery spirit that awakened the jaded soul within him. It roused him faster than if she had put her pink, soft mouth around the flesh of his cock.

      Gideon bent and murmured into her ear. “Have you need of me, simply call me.”

      He returned to his seat, ignoring the wide-eyed stares of the younger lords and the open contempt of King Oren.

      Contempt that masked a slight fear, for he detected it beneath Oren’s heavy, fruity natural scent.  Oren might show contempt but he also felt awe at Gideon’s prowess with dark Fae magick.

      Odd, though. He’d never held the power to use telekinesis while he’d been a Dark Fae prince. Only when he’d gained his powers as Crimson Wizard could he perform such actions.

      Gideon itched to test his powers now, alone and away from prying eyes. Hard to do in this castle, where he suspected there were many spies eager to tell the king everything they overheard and saw.

      I touched Alia after she came into the dining hall and felt a surge of pure power.

      Ridiculous. Such tremendous magick could kill a young Fae like Alia.

      Having no appetite for the roast pig, nor the candied fruit and spiced wine, Gideon drank from his water goblet.

      King Oren toyed with his silver fork. “You have a reputation as a womanizer, a scoundrel and a powerful Fae, Lord Gideon. This talent you display as an advocate for our females is quite…interesting.”

      Oren made interesting sound as if it were as loathsome as squashing cockroaches.

      “In my kingdom, the more power a male possesses, the more he is required to use it for the greater good to defend those of less power.” Gideon kept his voice mild, his tone respectful.

      “What a waste,” Oren muttered. “Power should be spent on keeping order, not spoiling females. If one does not keep the order and discipline in a family, chaos breaks out. Women should be seen, admired, and not heard. They need to keep their mouths shut.”

      Small wonder Alia mainly kept quiet. Gideon spared a brief glance at his bride.

      “Do you agree with me?” Oren asked him.

      Everyone at the table stopped talking. Gideon knew this was a test. He stroked a finger idly down the stem of his crystal goblet.

      “I disagree with you, King Oren, for there are exceptions.”

      Gasps fluttered down the table.

      Oren narrowed his gaze. “Such as?”

      “There are times one enjoys a woman’s mouth open, such as when she is on her knees, pleasuring you.” He picked up his goblet, drank deeply and licked his mouth. “Or when she is screaming her own pleasure.”

      Oren threw back his head and bellowed with laughter. Courtiers followed his example. At the table’s other end, the women remained silent.

      But Alia stared at him boldly, her body tense as a warrior tenses before battle.

      Gideon set down his cup. “Men in my kingdom know that to pleasure a woman enhances one’s own pleasure. We are taught to know each inch of the female body, learn what they enjoy, for every woman is different in her erogenous zones. It makes us better lovers.”

      As the table fell quiet, Gideon added in a voice loud enough for all the women at the end to hear, “And I have personally found that allowing a woman to state her opinion, and listening to what she has to say, has made far more stimulating conversation than the dull bores at court who fawn and flatter.”

      Alia blinked fast as if surprised. Her gaze fell to her plate.

      Her father chuckled. “You bring strange views to my table, Lord Gideon. You will learn that in the Seelie Kingdom, there is no need to treat women with respect, because here, we teach them their place. Warriors have no need to pander to women.”

      Gideon’s gaze went to his bride. “On the contrary, King Oren, warriors have great need of women.”

      “Men in my kingdom are too busy fighting to worry about the art of love. That skill is for Fae too weak to fight.”

      After removing the ceremonial dagger sheathed at his waist, Gideon began playing with it, twirling it around. Nobles watching the move shuddered. Eyes widened.

      Gideon smiled. “Some of us, King Oren, are experts in both.”

      He put away the blade, noting with satisfaction that the topic changed to hunting stags in the Mystic Forest. Gideon drank more water, eager to get the foul taste of this court out of his mouth. He had made a point. Now was not the time to press further. Instead, he turned the conversation over to a safe topic—the rules of the court. Acting as if he wanted to fit in and obey.

      When he had no intention of doing any such thing.

      As Oren and his minister informed Gideon, Alia kept studiously ignoring him. But once in a while he caught her looking his way, as if trying to gauge what he was made from.

      Tomorrow night, they would both find out.

      He smiled.

      But for now, he tired of the politics and games of this court and the sly innuendos. He wanted to know more about his bride.

      Gideon stood and inclined his head to the king. “Thank you for your hospitality, King Oren. I would like to retire now and stroll with my bride in the moonlight.”

      Several pairs of eyes stared at him, as if Gideon remarked he wanted to fuck Alia in public. Impatience shot through him. He needed no permission to remove her from the table and after Oren’s ill treatment in the cell, he knew he had to show the king he would not be another simpering court noble, eager to solicit favor.

      No matter how important it was to break into the king’s inner circle to find out what the hell was going on in the Summer Court.

      Gideon bowed from the waist and watched Oren’s smirk. His actions amused the Summer King. He didn’t care if the king was amused or annoyed. Right now he had to get out of this room, and erase the stink of something foul from his nostrils.

      He walked down to the table where Alia sat with the court ladies. Gideon bowed again, and saw several females sigh.

      “Lady Alia, will you grant me the pleasure of a stroll this lovely evening?”

      She looked at his outstretched hand as one would regard a poisonous snake, but gave a small nod and rose.

      Her palm was small and chilled in his grip. He held her hand as they left the castle, entering the outer courtyard.

      At the gate, she balked, staring out at the road. “I have not been beyond the castle grounds at night. My father’s security force says the dark forest is too dangerous and filled with creatures who roam and…hurt.”

      Interesting. Gideon wanted to explore the castle boundaries, for he suspected whatever evil was festering in the summer court came from outside. But he also felt the inherent need to protect his bride. “Shall we walk in the royal gardens? Perhaps you may point out the various flowers and plants to me. The fame of the gardens extends far beyond these boundaries, indeed, even to the Winter Kingdom.”

      Alia gave a shy smile. “That would be lovely.”

      A narrow alleyway cut through the courtyard. Imposing granite walls, studded with diamonds that twinkled in the moonlight, rose on either side of them. Gideon had the feeling some of the diamonds were actually spyholes for castle inhabitants to see who walked in the alley. He suspected there were quite a few spyholes in this castle. Intrigue upon intrigue.

      They finally cleared the alleyway and entered a wide open space. Tiers of gardens greeted them as they walked down the granite steps. Moonlight dappled the thick oak and sycamore trees. The woman at his side, her long, dark curls bound up in a snood, was demure and quiet. In her white wool gown, the bodice embroidered with azure and silver thread, and a blue sash around her slender waist, she looked lovelier than the other women in court who dressed in brilliant peacock colors. Alia’s bared left arm bore a silver circlet adorned with sapphires that sparkled in the moonlight. Other than the gemstones in her ears, she wore no other jewelry.

      Alia had no need of such adornments. His lust rose as he thought of the pleasure of bedding her tomorrow night.

      As a Dark Fae of royal blood, he never denied the more deviant, sexual side of his nature. Only with Eleanor, his true love, had Gideon thought of curbing it. He looked at Alia, wondering if she were strong enough to endure the sex required for a traditional Dark Fae mating night.

      Sex, not lovemaking. Lovemaking had been reserved for only one woman, and she had been dead and buried for nearly a thousand years. He vowed to never love another woman.

      But sex, especially between mates, was a far different matter. He would enjoy teaching Alia the pleasures of bed sport.

      Handcuffs, he mused. Silver handcuffs with tiny diamonds set in them, lined with fur so the wrists would not bruise. Yes, she would wear them well. The skin set over delicate bone looked tender, and he would not want to hurt her when he tied her up for the mating ritual on their wedding night. Ropes of whisper thin velvet for her ankles.

      His sex stirred as he imagined Alia naked, her white skin gleaming in the moonbeams, her thighs spread wide open and tied to the bedposts, her sex wet, pink, glistening…

      Gideon drew in a deep breath. King Oren would expect him to exercise his sexual nature. Indeed, the king had already ordered his servants to supply all Gideon’s requests at the manor where Gideon and Alia would live.

      There was one particular mating ritual Gideon must exercise. He hoped Alia was strong enough and not too timid. Sensing the strong spirit beneath her demure manner, he suspected she would be intrigued rather than shocked and dismayed.

      The Seelie had beautiful art, sparkling jewels, and enjoyed lavish feasts and balls, but the Unseelie delighted more in the sexual nature of life. They were naturally sensual beings, and when they took a mate, their mating was exhaustive—the couple firmly bonded in the flesh by the time dawn streaked the horizon.

      He wondered if any of Alia’s family had warned her about the rigorous ritual facing her tomorrow night.

      Hooking his hands behind his back, tempted to slide his arm around his intended, Gideon inhaled the fragrance of roses, night jasmine, lilies and freesia. Silver wind chimes hanging on low tree limbs sang in the slight breeze, adding further enchantment to the vista.

      He’d always enjoyed these gardens during his infrequent visits here. Tonight, however, an underlying odor laced through the fresh night air, the smell of carefully cultivated flowers stretching for more than a mile.

      Nostrils flaring, he tried to pinpoint it as Alia bent over to sniff a white rose climbing on an archway trellis. Odd. It wasn’t particularly foul, but definitely foreign.

      “Does your father plant iron in the gardens to deter thieves?”

      Alia straightened. In the light of the full moon, he could see a flash of confusion on her face before she arranged her features in a blank expression. “No. As you already know, my lord, iron is painful for Fae, and he has the best gardeners in the kingdom. Father would not want to harm them in their tasks.”

      Not unless they were women. The words lingered on the tip of his tongue. Gideon took her hand. “Come.”

      Exploring that peculiar smell was not how he’d intended to spend the night before his wedding, but what better time and excuse? Gideon traversed a pebbled pathway leading to the edge of the forest. Lights from fairy houses set among the tree branches glittered like tiny, iridescent candles the wizards had once put on a birthday cake for Cadeyrn, the oldest of the Brehon. It had been Xavier’s idea of a joke, placing so many candles on a cake for a five thousand year-old wizard that the icing melted and ran off the platter and Tristan held a fire extinguisher at the ready.

      The memory made him smile. He wondered if his fellow wizards were burdened with his duties now that he was incapacitated.

      He missed them. It was such a novel emotion that he nearly stepped on the still, silent form in the pathway.

      “Careful,” Alia cried out, putting her arm in front of him. She crouched down to examine the fallen bird, cradling it in her hands. “Oh no. He’s gone. What could have done this?”

      Gideon studied the poor, dead bird. Yellow beak, yellow and black body, he had much enjoyed listening to its song as he strolled these gardens at night, invisible to all but the creatures of the air and land.

      He placed his palm over the dead bird, his heart giving an unexpected tug at her obvious distress. “Perhaps it was his time.”

      “It’s barely out of the nest. Something must have killed it.”

      “A predator.”

      “There are none here. Father warded the gardens against any raptors or other creatures that would harm the songbirds. People come from around the kingdom to hear their song.”

      Gently, he took the bird from her trembling hands. Anger filled him. “This was nothing natural. Its neck is twisted.”

      Moisture shimmered in Alia’s eyes. “Who would do such a cruel thing?”

      “I don’t know.” The underlying feeling that something was so very wrong with this court increased.

      “It’s such a sweet bird. I listened to its song each morning when I came to the gardens.” Alia scrubbed her hands against her gown. “We can’t leave him here. He needs to return to the earth to regenerate his spirit.”

      Remembering the beliefs of this court and how important it was to bury dead creatures, he nodded at the tall hedges that acted as a fence around the gardens. Beyond the gardens was the dark forest, silent, deep. Gideon glanced at the blue fabric encircling her waist. “Give me your sash so I may wrap him.”

      Without hesitation, she untied the cloth. He liked her even more for it. Gently, he wrapped the bird in the cloth and handed it to her to hold.

      She palmed the lifeless bird with such gentle care, it warmed his heart. Alia was one of the few compassionate Fae he’d met since his arrival.

      “We won’t bury him here, but at the forest’s edge.”

      Alia nibbled on her lush lower lip. “It’s dangerous to venture beyond the castle grounds at night.”

      With a solemn air, he removed the knife sheathed at his hip. “My lady, no one will dare touch you anymore. I can protect us both.”

      She tilted her head, looking adorable as she gave him the ages-old look of a woman confronting a man overconfident of his abilities.

      For a moment, a heavy ache settled in his heart. Eleanor used to give him the very same look.

      “With that? There are creatures in the forest who would laugh at such a weapon. I have sewing needles sharper than that ceremonial dagger. Would you like to borrow one?”

      Gideon grinned, liking her spirit.  He sheathed the blade. “Perhaps I shall. But the blade is merely a tool. The real power lies in this.”

      Fisting his hand, he took a deep breath and drew on all the dark powers surging inside him, magick he had little used since becoming the Crimson Wizard. The rush filled him, exhilaration he had not felt in many decades. Gideon closed his eyes, the power threatening to overshadow him, and with the discipline of hundreds of years, centered and honed it. He poured it into his palm, opened his eyes and his fist at the same time.

      Alia gasped, stepping back. In the luminous silver light of the glowing ball of pure energy in his hand, he could see fear and awe sketching her expression.

      “What does it do?”

      “You saw what I did to Lord Negelim. This is more lethal. It can stop a charging Balist in its tracks.”

      “Balist?”

      “A creature who lives in the Winter Kingdom. Has four horns on its head and looks a little like a rhino from the Skin world, except the Balist blows flames from its mouth.”

      Alia gave a delicate shudder.

      “My power will not harm you,” he promised, bouncing the energy ball in his hand like a child’s toy. “It only goes where I send it and I would never use it against you.”

      Eyes huge with sorrow, she gazed at him. “You would not? What if you enter this marriage to harm me and my father, and begin another war?”

      With his other hand, Gideon tucked a stray tendril of hair behind her hair. “I am not in the habit of killing women, except with pleasure. Trust me, Alia.”

      She bit her lip, her luscious, lower lip that was ripe and plump, and so kissable. Alia held the bird with her left hand and stretched out her right hand. Wonder replaced the fear on her face. “Can I touch it?”

      “After tomorrow, when we are married and our union is consummated and our bond complete. It will recognize you as mine. For now, it is too dangerous for you to draw near.” Gideon’s loins tightened again as he thought about the mating ritual. He bounced the ball in his hand and then compelled it to merge again with his flesh. It vanished with a soft pop.

      A shadow touched her face. “You would never use this against me? No matter what I did to you?”

      Gideon touched her cheek, sensing her vulnerability. “No. You are to be my wife. I give you my word of honor as a Fae that I will never use my powers against you.”

      Her mouth gave a tremulous wobble. “Then let’s bury the bird at the forest’s edge.”

      After sliding her right hand into his left palm, she tugged him toward a rose trellis cut into the hedge border. “Come this way. There is a secret exit.”

      Amusement filled him. Alia may have seldom ventured outside the castle grounds in the company of others, but he suspected she’d snuck off on her own a few times.

      The trellis archway had a round gate. Gideon tested it. Locked.

      Alia shook her head. “No, not here.”

      She led him a few feet from the trellis and reached into the hedge. Suddenly, a section of it swung open. Gideon whistled, and examined the opening. “A hidden access point.”

      “My brother had it built into the royal gardens when father was away.” Her smile was conspiratorial, and he chuckled, remembering the time when Mauricio slid away during one of Gideon’s rare visits by joining the court entertainers and pretending to be a juggler.

      “Prince Mauricio always was a clever fellow and liked escaping from court.”

      Alia tilted her head at him again as they emerged from the gardens, and then she closed the hedge gate by pressing on it. “Have you met my brother before?”

      He cursed the slip. “He seems like the type to do so.”

      Distracting her by pointing out the slope of meadow stretching before the trees of the dark forest began, he nodded. “The edge of the Mystic Forest should have softer soil, easier to dig.”

      At the forest’s edge, he found a patch of earth near a few standing stones. Knowing this ground was protected, he dropped to his knees and began digging. Alia squatted down beside him, cradling the bird in her palms.

      “A prince who does not hesitate to soil his hands. My father would have a legion of servants to do this. He thinks manual labor is for peasants and he forbade me from gardening for that very reason.”

      Nothing the contemptuous note in her voice, Gideon shook his head. “All Fae have a deep connection to the earth. To deny it is to deny ourselves. Your father is a fool.”

      She gave a delicate little sniff. “I know.”

      They gave the bird back to the earth, Gideon patting the down the soil. He dusted off his hands and sat back on his haunches, looking into the quiet, dark forest.

      Alia sat on the ground, her posture still rigid and regal, despite the informal position. “The woods are quiet tonight. Some nights you can hear the beasts and the creatures walking about restlessly.” Absently, she drew a rune in the dirt and then a few more. “When my father disciplined one of his younger wives, the creatures were most restless.”

      Anger stirred inside him, a lethal blade. “Disciplined how? For what purpose?”

      She bit her lower lip. “He had her flogged in public because she refused to wear a low-cut gown he’d ordered her to wear. Three lashes.”

      Unable to help himself, he swore softly. “What in seven hells is wrong with this place? With your father? He was never this cruel.”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “You are a stranger here and our world has seen much darkness as of late.”

      Gideon brushed the barest of kisses against her cheek, marveling at the softness of her skin, at the gentleness of her heart. “Then all the better for us to marry, my sweet. Darkness is an old, familiar friend to me. I can protect you from harm.”

      She threw him a quick, startled look. “I am no weak, simpering female to have a man stand up for me, and order me about.”

      “No, you are not. But there are skills you have yet to develop, skills that as your husband I can hone and refine to enable you to fight enemies.”

      Huge eyes met his. “Women are forbidden from such knowledge. We are to never become warriors.”

      Fear seemed to leech from her pores. He could smell it as surely as he scented the flowers in the distant garden.

      “We are all on a journey to knowledge. Why should the truth be hidden from you simply because of your sex?” Gideon caressed her bare arm. “Men and women need to share knowledge and aid each other. That is how it is in the Winter Kingdom. Women have much to share and teach their husbands, as husbands teach their wives.”

      “What can you teach me besides fighting?”

      “So many things.” He kept stroking her arm, enjoying her little shiver of awareness. Alia would make a splendid student as he tutored her in the art of love.  “Tomorrow night, after we are married, I shall enjoy demonstrating them.”

      Alia shivered again. “I have heard men from the Winter Kingdom are experienced in sexual deviance.”

      He would not lie to her about this. She needed to know what tomorrow would bring. “There is a mating ritual all Fae from my kingdom perform on their wedding night. It is rather…intense.” Compelled to soothe any fears she might have, he slid a hand along her cheek, his touch light and reassuring. “I promise you this, Alia, I will not hurt you.”

      Her rosebud mouth quirked upward in the ghost of a smile in the moonlight. “Good to know.”

      He stood. As he took her hand to walk back to the castle, Gideon silently added, Not unless you want it.

      Alia started to rise, and then glanced down at the small mound where they’d buried the bird. A startled gasp fled her mouth. “Gideon! Look!”

      He stared at the moving soil. Alia dug with furious haste and uncovered the bird. The cloth was wriggling. Gideon unwrapped the bird. The now alive bird.

      It gave a faint chirp and hopped onto Alia’s outstretched finger. Gideon studied its now healed neck.

      “Maybe you weren’t dead. Oh goddess Gideon, we buried him alive.” Her gaze was filled with distress.

      “I assure you, it was quite dead.”

      A chill raced down his spine as he examined the runes Alia had written in the earth next to the buried bird.

      He had written the very same runes a few times during his tenure as the Crimson Wizard. With each passing century, he’d increased his magick, gaining even the ability to restore life to winged creatures and small animals. Fairies, sprites…

      Birds.

      Impossible. Gideon flexed his fingers as confusion filled him. He’d lost his powers. Had they been restored?

      Leaving her to coo to the bird, he walked away, behind a tree. Gideon tried to summon the pure magick deep inside him, the magick that had bonded to his soul the day he ascended to become the Crimson Wizard.

      Nothing. Only the Fae magick he possessed, pulsing secret, dark, mysterious. Strong, but nothing close to his wizard powers.

      Then how had the bird come to life once more?

      He rejoined Alia, who looked up, her face radiant in the moonlight. She stroked the bird’s feathers in a gesture familiar to him.

      Squatting down, he gazed at her. Eleanor was long dead. He was too jaded to believe she had returned to him. Such things happened to others. Long ago, he’d resigned to never loving another woman. He was happy for Tristan and Xavier that they had found their mates.

      Gideon harbored a secret hope that dreams came true, that he could share his heart again with a woman, and cherish her and touch her with tender care as he once had with Eleanor.

      Amused at his sentimental thoughts, he touched the bird’s feathers. The bird climbed onto his hand and then with a chirp, flew away.

      When he looked at Alia, her eyes were shining and bright. Leaning close, he gently kissed her soft cheek.

      “Alia, how did you know to draw those runes? Did someone teach you?”

      She shook her head. “No. It just came to me. Did the runes restore life to the bird?”

      “Perhaps. Let’s not question it further. Tonight is for miracles, my sweet. There are still wonders that happen in this kingdom,” he said. “But this is a secret we alone must share.”

      Her smile fell. “Yes. No one else must know of this.”

      He took her hand as they walked back to the castle. Did Alia possess powers unknown to him? Or was something greater at work here, pushing against the dark forces pulsing from within the castle walls?
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      Today was her wedding day—the day she’d long dreaded.

      Stay positive. It cannot be that terrible. Women have survived weddings and wedding nights in your kingdom for millennia.

      Beneath her skirts, she wore lace stockings. She felt bare without the trusty dagger sheathed to her leg, but could not trust Gideon to know she liked to arm herself.

      Standing in the hand-carved wood gazebo where the ceremony would take place, Alia watched her father’s steward prepare the traditional cup of wine she and Gideon were to share immediately after saying their vows. Fairies flitted overhead, dusting the guests and the wedding party with glitter. It tasted like cinnamon and sugar. Rarely did the summer fairies deign to share their magick dust these days. Normally Alia would be delighted in such a rare gift. Not today.

      She was far too busy trying to maintain her composure and not let anyone see how terrified she was inside.

      In a white silk gown, a circlet of pink and white roses upon her dark head, Alia tried to contain her restlessness and look as demure as a royal bride.

      Gideon was late.

      Restless, she walked over to the railing of the gazebo. A white dove fluttered nearby. Alia held out her fingers and the dove landed on her hand. She began absently petting the bird.

      Finally, trumpets announced the arrival of her groom. Alia released the dove as a phalanx of royal guards from the Winter Kingdom escorted him to the gazebo. His father, the Winter King, was not present. Having both kings present would prove too volatile. Dangerous.

      One wrong word and war would break out.

      I wish.

      Instead, standing at Lord Gideon’s side was the Winter King’s representative, Lord Mylin. With his white gold hair down to his waist, and unlined face, Lord Mylin could be a thousand years old or ten thousand. Like all Fae, he did not age. But he looked severe, as she imagined all Dark Fae were.

      Except her groom. He seemed kind, and she liked the impish humor he exhibited.

      Careful Alia. You do not want to fall in love with him.

      Gideon mounted the steps of the gazebo and nodded at her father. He would never bow. She suspected that of him.

      Perhaps he would save the bowing and scraping for after they were wed, if he wished to curry favor from the king as all the nobles did. Her breath hitched at his nearness. Yet she did not sense he was like other Fae in the Summer Court. Gideon seemed to shun politics, pomp and circumstance.

      He smelled like cedar and spices, and woodsy. Her senses tingled as the fragrance washed over her.

      Clad in a black uniform, with gold piping, and black boots, Gideon had a thin gold belt encircling his lean waist. The jeweled dagger he’d previously worn dangled from the leather sheath upon the belt.

      He looked more ready to go to war than marriage.

      In his ceremonial garb of silver and white, with a blue cloak attached to his shoulders, and the crown of laurels upon his head, King Oren nodded to the aides, who instructed Gideon and Alia to take their places.

      Before them, far as the eye could see, stood the members of the Summer Court.

      “As the highest ranking royal of this court, I will conduct the ceremony,” Oren began.

      Suddenly a brilliant white light flashed. All in the gazebo stepped back. The light was too overpowering and she closed her eyes.

      When she opened them, a beautiful woman stood in the gazebo. Red hair spilled down to her waist and she was clad in a soft gown of forest green.

      Instinctively she knew who this was. A brilliant white aura pulsed around her, and her skin was delicate and pale, too lovely to be of this world.

      The goddess Danu, who ruled over them all.

      Her father took a knee. The sight of her father humbling himself proved so shocking Alia herself almost forgot to pay homage. Hastily, she knelt.

      Gideon had already done so.

      “Rise, children.” The goddess had a sweet, high musical voice like tinkling silver bells.

      “My lady Danu,” Gideon murmured.

      Alia looked at her groom. Shock filled her. His eyes had turned blood-red. She glanced down, thinking it a hallucination.

      Gideon cleared his throat. She glanced at him again and to her immense relief, his eyes were normal. A vein throbbed in his neck. “My lady Danu, you honor us with your presence. Is there a reason?”

      Alia marveled at his address of the powerful goddess who created the entire race of OtherWorlders. Gideon did not seem fearful or intimidated by Danu.

      It was almost as if he knew her.

      Danu regarded King Oren, who did not meet the goddess’ gaze.

      “Since this is the first marriage between the Winter Kingdom and the Summer Kingdom, I will officiate as the neutral third party to ensure the union is both legal and binding.”

      Now her father trembled openly. It was such a joyful thing to see the powerful Summer King afraid that Alia wanted to cheer.

      Expression neutral, Gideon blinked and swept Danu a courtly bow. “As you wish.”

      But as she stole a glance at the goddess, Alia could swear Danu had a playful smile upon her beautiful mouth.

      “Gideon and Alia, stand before me,” Danu commanded. “Alia, place your right hand in Gideon’s left hand.”

      They linked hands, Gideon’s palm cool and dry beneath the clamminess of her own. He gave her hand a reassuring squeeze and looked down at her, his expression solemn.

      “Are you all right?” he asked softly.

      She nodded, disarmed at his kind tone. Don’t make me fall in love with you. It is the worst thing I can do.

      Then she realized such thoughts were dangerous with their creator standing a few feet away. Danu surely could read minds.

      But the goddess said nothing, only took the silver and gold knife from the ceremonial stand.

      “Do you freely enter into this union with Prince Gideon of the Winter Court?” she asked Alia.

      “I do,” Alia said.

      The goddess turned to Gideon. “Do you freely enter into this union with Princess Alia of the Summer Court?”

      Gideon nodded.

      “I need verbal acquiescence,” the goddess told him.

      Gideon glanced at her. “I do.”

      Another secretive smile played on the goddess’ lips.

      The vows they exchanged were simple and said in the Old Language of Fae. Danu took the goblet.

      But instead of handing it to Gideon first, as was tradition in the Summer Court, the goddess gave it to Alia.

      Stunned, Alia dared to raise her gaze to the goddess.

      “Drink, Alia, if you truly want this marriage in your heart,” Danu said gently.

      Her heart? No one asked her about that. She was the king’s daughter and it was expected of her. What choice did she have?

      Alia drank, and then handed the cup to Gideon. Amusement flashed across his face. He raised the goblet and nodded at her, and Danu.

      “To my lovely bride, and the lady Danu, creator of us all.” He drank, the strong muscles working in his throat.

      A Winter Court aide took the cup and set it aside.

      Danu told them to hold out their right hands.

      As they held out their hands, the goddess lanced their palms with the ceremonial knife. The cut stung, but Alia had felt worse.

      They clasped hands, their mingled blood dripping to the wood floor and sinking into it. Then Danu tied their wrists together with a silk ribbon. The goddess’ touch was gentle and soothing.

      “As I bind you together here on earth, so your souls will intertwine together for eternity, one heart, one spirit, one flesh.”

      Gideon’s mouth worked as he knit his brows together. Danu offered another serene smile.

      “Yes, Gideon, these words are not the traditional wedding vows for a Fae ceremony. I opted to use the more ancient and binding words.”

      Alia wondered why Gideon suddenly looked pale. Did he not mean this marriage to last? The marriage contract stated he must spend six months in the Summer Court, but he could return to the Winter Court soon as a child was conceived.

      Yet the words Danu spoke sounded formal and forever.

      Marriage to a total stranger was difficult enough, but when the stranger was bound to you for eternity, so declared by the goddess…

      They turned to face the crowd, who politely applauded. They turned back to bow to the goddess, and then they descended the steps of the gazebo. Gideon’s grip on her hand was steady and reassuring.

      On the grounds of the royal gardens, red, pink and white and silver roses decorating all the tables, was the wedding feast.

      As she sat at the head table, Alia looked at the vast array of Fae gathered before them. Her father on his silver and gold throne on a dais, reigning over them all. His nobles looking pompous and smug.

      Nervousness gripped her limbs, making her immobilized. How could she go through with this farce? And then do what she must to free her people? For most of her twenty-five years, she cherished all life. Alia had no desire to take Gideon’s.

      “Fear not, daughter. All will be well. There is a purpose for your marriage and your groom is compassionate and kind.”

      Had Danu spoken those words into her mind, or had Alia imagined them? She could not be certain, for the goddess had vanished as soon as she and Gideon started into the feast. Alia could not trust advice. All would not be well, not until her father was removed from power.

      Red and gold and blue and silver silk canopies draped over the trees to provide shade from the sun. Covered with woven silk cloths, each table bore a squat glass vase of gold and silver roses. Gideon settled Alia onto his lap and fed her the ceremonial first bite of their wedding dinner—a spun-sugar treat. His arm felt solid and secure around her, grounding her to a moment that seemed as wispy as a dream.

      “So you may never go hungry. I will always keep you satisfied, in every way possible, and your life will be sweeter as our flesh comes together as one,” he murmured.

      Their hands still tied together, Alia lifted the silver cup filled with nectar to his mouth.

      “So you may never thirst for another’s touch except mine. I will always quench your spirit, and my lips will always be the ones you remember in the sweetest kiss,” she murmured.

      Deep inside, she longed for the words to be true, but they rang false to her ears.

      The marriage is a farce, she reminded herself.

      Gideon gently clasped her chin and raised her face to his. His mouth met hers in a brief, sweet kiss, but she could not ignore the sparks flaring between them, the arousal pulsing through her body.

      He drew back, his eyes filled with secrets, his expression puzzled. Gideon touched her cheek. “I feel as if I have known you all my life.”

      “I as well,” she could not help but state. Dangerous words, for she did not want to know him, nor have him know her.

      Your obligation to saving your people comes first.

      Didn’t it always? Her own personal happiness had to be sacrificed for the greater good.

      Gideon kissed her again, this time his mouth lingering on hers with possessive intent. When he broke the kiss, she felt shaken by the mystical power of the moment, and the overwhelming feeling that they had indeed known each other before.

      Gideon untied the silk ribbon and settled in for the wedding feast.

      There were courses of rich roast pork, delicate sugary pastries adored by the Fae of the Summer Court, and to honor Gideon, Leasome, a bittersweet and tantalizing dish made from snow, syrup and spun sugar.

      Gideon held up the white and pink square. “Try this, my wife. It is most delicious and favored by my people.”

      As she opened her mouth, he fed it to her, his fingers lightly brushing against her chin and making her heart race. Every time Gideon touched her, it sent her blood pulsing faster, made her lightheaded with yearning.

      The Leasome had a light, delicate almond flavor she found fascinating and much less sweet than the treats of her kingdom. She licked her lips.

      “With all this sugar, it is amazing your kind is not plumper,” she teased. Then she bit her lip.

      Why was she engaging her groom in talk when she must put a blade to his heart?

      Gideon smiled and brushed his mouth against hers, his tongue licking off the excess sugar from her lips.

      Unnerved, Alia drew back. His natural sensuality aroused her. She would do what she must to consummate the union, but did not dare entertain any emotional connection to her groom. Not even for that most intimate of acts.

      Suddenly Danu appeared at the table of the fairies of the Winter Court, who sat across from the fairies of the Summer Court. The winged creatures, normally no larger than Alia’s thumb, had assumed their larger form for the feast.

      Danu picked up a silver goblet of wine and drank, listening to the fairies and smiling at them. Then she began to talk in earnest and all the fairies leaned in to listen.

      “It seems our lady goddess has decided to remain at the feast,” Gideon murmured. He drummed his fingers on the smooth, polished stone of their table.

      “I have never seen her before, nor has anyone else in this court in many an age,” Alia told him. “It is an honor to have her here, but she does make several nervous with her presence.”

      When she glanced back at the table, Danu had vanished.

      The master of ceremonies held out his staff and pounded it into the ground. Blue and red sparked flew into the air.

      “My lords, ladies and gentle Fae, one of the fairies wishes to honor us with a song.” The man stepped aside as a fairy in a delicate emerald green gown, with silver and gold roses woven into her hair, flew over to the stage.

      Clasping a stringed lyre, the fairy sang. She had a sweet voice. So compelling were the notes and harmony, all stopped talking to listen, even King Oren.

      The fairy sang of the fair Lady Eleanor, daughter of a king, who loved true and was to marry the Fae of her heart. But betrayed and murdered by her infuriated relatives who shunned the match, Eleanor died, calling her lover’s name. He never came for her, and her heart shattered as the last breath left her body.

      Emotion clogged Alia’s throat as her vision blurred from tears. Poor Eleanor. Her heart twisted at the thought of the Fae king’s daughter caught in a political game, who had lost her love and her life.

      She let the tears fall freely, not caring who saw. Then a warm palm clasped hers.

      To her amazement, Gideon’s eyes were wet. She had never seen a man cry before, and all the men in her father’s court would scoff at such a display of emotion, calling it weak. Yet Gideon never seemed more masculine and self-assured.

      He gently squeezed her hand as the song ended and then handed her a square of cloth from the pocket of his black uniform.

      Alia wiped her eyes. “Such a sad, beautiful song.”

      “Lady Eleanor’s heartbreak always makes me emotional,” he admitted. “I have seldom heard it at a wedding feast. Most historic songs tend to be celebratory.”

      “I have heard of the legend, of course, but that was more than a thousand years ago. My teachers said she was a compilation of several Fae. There was no real Lady Eleanor.”

      Her groom scrubbed his face with the back of one hand. He looked distant as he gazed at the snow-capped mountains, the barrier between his world and hers. “Your teachers are wrong. Eleanor was real. She had a pure, gentle heart. She was lovely, too good for the cruelties our kind can inflict.”

      “Yes, the Fae can indeed be quite cruel.”

      Gideon glanced at her. “Are you all right?”

      “Fine, thank you, Lord Gideon.”

      “Alia, you are my wife now. You may address me as Gideon.”

      No familiarity. I will not lose my heart to you as Eleanor lost hers to her love, and then died of sadness.

      Still clasping her lyre, the fairy came over to the head table. “Did you enjoy the song, Lord Gideon?” the fairy chirped.

      He seemed to gauge his words carefully. “It is a heart wrenching tale from long ago, and you did the tale justice. Thank you for the gift of your voice.”

      Suddenly the fairy transformed into the goddess Danu. Danu waved a hand and the lyre vanished. “I am most glad the song touched you. Lady Eleanor would be indeed happy to know as well.”

      Gideon’s brows knit as he glared at the goddess, who nodded at Alia. “Be well, daughter. Take heart.”

      Her husband locked gazes with Danu and pointed to the distant gazebo. “A word, if you will, my lady.”

      Danu vanished. Perplexed, Alia studied her husband. “What was that about?”

      Gideon picked up her hand and brushed a kiss across her knuckles. “Nothing that should distress you. I shall be back momentarily.”
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      If the goddess desired to toy with him as a cat swatted a mouse, he would not give her the satisfaction of anger.

      Or any other emotion.

      Especially today, his wedding day. Or rather, the wedding Danu thought to arrange. He did not like the games the goddess played.

      At the gazebo, Gideon climbed the steps and steeled his spine. Danu sat on the wooden railing, cooing to a dove that landed on her outstretched hand.

      Even though he had served her for more than a thousand years and knew her whims, he also knew Danu was unpredictable.

      “Gideon.” Danu regarded him with a steady gaze. “You did not like my singing.”

      “Not the voice, but the choice of song. Is it the only one you know by heart or did you wish to torment me in addition to taking away my powers? You know my undying affection and feelings for Eleanor. Must you remind me of my loss on this wedding day?”

      “I am not cruel, Gideon.” Danu’s gaze remained steady. “I have a higher purpose for your song. As well as your wedding. I know your true heart.”

      A humorless smile touched his mouth. In all his years of serving the goddess, he never minced words with her. She often told him she enjoyed his honesty and found it refreshing. She would not find it so today.

      “I have no heart. It died with Eleanor.” He folded his arms. “Why that song, on this day?”

      Danu did not smile. “Let us say it is a song you needed to hear, as did your bride.”

      “Why?”

      “All will made itself known in time, my dear Gideon.”

      “You could crush me, drain my immortality and cast me into shadow. Instead, you chose to bind me into a marriage. For the sake of reviving my cold, dead heart?”

      Danu stroked the bird’s feathers and the creature cooed. “You have grown too accustomed to your powers, my wizard. Next to Caderyn, you are the strongest wizard of the Brehon. Unlike Caderyn, you rely on your magick. It is time you begin to use your many other skills.”

      Gideon inclined his head. The goddess could strip the flesh from his bones or grant him a boon as sweet as honey. “My other skills. Are you referring to my talent at lovemaking?

      Danu laughed, a sound as sweet and clear as wind chime. “Alia will benefit from that particular skill. She is the perfect mate for you.”

      He snorted. “Here, as a Fae, perhaps. But when I assume my duties once more as Crimson Wizard? She cannot live with me in Tir na-Nog. Only immortals—and the dead—reside there.”

      “What are your plans for your mate once you serve your punishment and I restore your duties?” she asked.

      Plans? His temper flared. “I was thrown into a dark cell, barely any time to consider plans, my lady. When will you drop your glamour masking my true identity? Perhaps that will be the time for me to plan the future. Next time, you should plan better.”

      The bird flew off her hand. Without warning, Danu flicked a finger and a stinging bolt of pure white energy seared his insides. Gideon gritted his teeth against the burn.

      It faded a minute later.

      “Do not provoke me again, Gideon,” she warned.

      He drew in a deep breath. “I apologize for offending you.”

      Danu gave a little nod. “The glamour I cast over both kingdoms will hold fast until the time comes for you to reveal your real self.”

      “How did you arrange it so they think I am the king’s youngest son?”

      Raising an elegant eyebrow, the goddess gave him a slight smile. “Gideon, such magick is child’s play for me. But there will be those who feel for you so deeply that the glamour will never mask you. This is all you need to know.”

      Fair enough. Gideon laced his hands behind his back and paced the gazebo. “Alia will want for nothing. I will give her all my riches, let her live where she feels most comfortable, and appoint fairies to care for all her needs.”

      “She needs you.”

      “Once I regain my role as the Crimson Wizard, I will have little time to visit a mortal wife.”

      “You are so certain of your fate, Gideon. Of all my wizards, you are the most in need of true love. You refuse to surrender to it and yet you have so very much to give.”

      Stunned, he stepped back. “That’s a rather broad assumption.”

      “Not assumption, but fact. When you lost Lady Eleanor, you closed your heart to love. It is time you open it once more.”

      Feeling the icy edge of his anger rise again, he struggled against his rising temper. “I have no heart.”

      “You are quite wrong, my beloved Crimson Wizard. If that were true, I never would have accorded you the place among the Brehon. Nor would I have arranged this marriage.”

      “A marriage that is not fair to Lady Alia. She knows not who I am.”

      “But I know you and I know your capacity for love.”

      “Love is not as important as justice or hunting down the evil in this kingdom.  There is a tremendous darkness residing here that could strip flesh away from bone. Would you have me ignore it over this love you wish me to experience?”

      “You are more than mere flesh, Gideon.” She touched his chest and a soothing warmth filled him. “But to deliver justice, you must become less. You have become cold, remote and forgotten the Fae you once were in your quest for pure justice for all Fae. You have forsaken your heart.”

      “I have always adhered to my duties. I love my people, and I died for them nearly a thousand years ago.”

      Danu dropped her hand. “Alia needs love as well. If you stop being so narrow-minded and open your heart once more, my wizard, you will find what you most desire.”

      He narrowed his gaze. “I have desires, my lady. They are dark and wicked. Would you like to know the details of an Unseelie Fae mating ritual—the same I will perform with my bride?”

      “I know the ritual. There is a great purpose to it, for it binds together the married couple. It is not mere sex, no matter how much you believe you can participate in it and feel only the physical aspect, my wizard.”

      Rocking back on his booted heels, he shook his head. “I am more than fourteen hundred years old. Sex is sex, not love.”

      “Think hard, Gideon. Think not with that famous logic of yours, nor with your dark Fae power, but with your heart.”

      Danu stepped back and vanished.

      

      Married less than two hours and already her husband vanished on important business.

      Alia was glad of it. Abandoning her for business made it easier for her to harden her heart against Gideon. Emotional distance was best, and cultivating disdain for the Dark Fae from the Winter Kingdom would make killing him easier.

      She could not find it within her to assassinate a good man. By all accounts from what she’d been told by Silvia and other ladies in the court, all Dark Fae were ultimately evil at heart.

      While waiting for Gideon to return, she saw a tall, silver-haired Fae from the Summer Court approach her table. Dread raced down her spine. Once this man had bounced her on his knee when she was a babe, and taught her to enchant the bees so she could gather honeycomb, sweetened by the summer sun. He was the most powerful Fae in the kingdom next to the king.

      And possibly the only Fae she trusted, other than her mother and brother.

      Oren’s Lord of the Keep bowed low.

      “May I have the honor of a wedding dance, Lady Alia?”

      Alia left the head table and went to the dance floor with him. “Lord Ekim, a pleasure to see you again,” she murmured.

      As he swung her around in a fairy waltz, the thin-faced Fae frowned at her. “You must do the deed after the marriage is consummated. The longer you wait, the harder it will be, Alia.”

      “That will prove difficult. I need time to grow acquainted with my husband’s habits. I am most unfamiliar with his people’s wedding night traditions. I do not wish to make a mistake and put him on guard.”

      “I am counting on you.” He looked down, his thin mouth drawn tight. “The women in this kingdom are counting on you, Alia. If you fail to kill the Winter King’s son, I cannot complete our end of the bargain. Oren keeps too close of a watch on the tower for me to free your sister.”

      Her heart pounded harder as she thought of Alyssa’s fate.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her new husband approach. Alia signaled Ekim with her eyes.

      “May I cut in?” Without waiting for an answer, Gideon stepped forward, drew Alia away from Lord Ekim.

      He was an expert dancer, smooth grace, and fluid moves. Well aware of his height and powerful body, Alia let her husband lead her. Her chin barely came to the top of his shoulder, so she stared at the velvet of his uniform, the piping around the high, tight collar.

      His erection pressed into her body. She could not ignore it. He had already displayed his male interest in her while they had been naked together in the cell. Surely he would not waste time in claiming his marital rights.

      When the dance ended, Gideon lifted her chin with a finger in a surprisingly gentle grip. “Do not fear me, Alia. I am not your enemy.”

      “Yes, my lord Gideon.”

      “I am your husband now. My name is Gideon.”

      Her heart pounded harder. “My husband in name only until the marriage is consummated this night.”

      Gideon escorted her over to the head table. When they resumed their seats, he spoke to her in a quiet voice. “Alia, do not fear me nor my people’s traditions for the wedding night. I promise I will make it as pleasurable as possible.”

      That is what I fear most.

      They began to eat again, and Alia sipped more wine. She drank sparingly, knowing it was not advisable to be tipsy. Courage never came in a bottle—it came from within.

      Odd how those words suddenly came to her, as if whispered from long ago.

      As more couples took to the dance floor and more wine was poured, Alia stood and to her surprise, Gideon rose as well, along with the ten men from the Winter Court. Men in her father’s kingdom never stood when a lady rose.

      “It is time to invoke the wedding day tradition of royal brides.” She addressed her father, not Gideon. “I am bringing baskets of cheer to the wilding Fae who live in the Mystic Forest.”

      Oren leaned back in his throne. “I abolished that tradition. There is no need to give them anything. They must earn food for themselves.”

      “And I desire to follow the tradition as my mother observed on her wedding day.”

      Never before had she defied her father so boldly, in public, before honored guests. Alia cared not. Legally she belonged to Gideon now. It was up to her groom to punish her as he saw fit, though the king could intervene.

      Oren’s face tightened with displeasure. “Alia, remember your place. You are a royal princess of my blood.”

      Her chin rose into the air. “I know my place, father. As a royal princess, it is to aid those who cannot help themselves. As my mother did until you banished her.”

      Red-faced, the king started to stand, glanced at Gideon. Oren hesitated.

      Alia understood. Oren might be a bully, but he would not show his true self in public before guests of the rival Winter Court.

      He looked at Gideon. “This tradition is up to your husband, Alia. It is his decision.”

      Her groom rested a hand upon her shoulder. “If this is what you desire, then so be it.”

      Soon they were standing by a wagon drawn by two fine steeds from the royal stable. Baskets of food, from fresh roasted lamb to fruit picked only this morning, filled the wagon.

      Gideon lifted her by the waist and placed her on the driver’s seat. Then he joined her. Expecting him to take up the reins, she was stunned when he handed them to her.

      Men did not like women driving in this kingdom. But he leaned back with a small smile. “I know not the way, and I assume you do.”

      With a light flick of the reins, they were off. Alia set the horses to a brisk trot, eager to clear the castle grounds before her father’s guards ran after her because Oren changed his mind.

      Not until they reached the road leading into the thick of the Mystic Forest did she relax slightly. A fairy with hair all the colors of the rainbow flew alongside them, the iridescent glow from her wings cutting through the gloom of the thick trees.

      The fairy landed on Alia’s shoulders and sat there, singing a happy song. Alia’s spirits lifted. Maybe she had been forced into marriage for politics, but these were her people and the fact that she could finally aid them fed her fresh hope.

      You still have to kill Gideon.

      Alia thought about it. Maybe she could find a way around it.

      

      They arrived at a small clearing, ringed by thick cedar trees soaring skyward. Lanterns swung from the overhead limbs, slicing through the thick gloom. A stream gurgled past several wooden shacks made from rotting tree limbs and patchwork cloth.

      Gideon stared at the hodgepodge of makeshift cottages. Slowly the inhabitants came out of their homes. At the sight of her, they smiled and a few clapped their chapped, worn hands.

      Most were Elven, ordinary Fae like herself and Gideon, but for the fact they had strains of Unseelie blood or hobgoblin or regular goblin mixed into their DNA. There were some of the trooping Fae who once lived in the Skin world who chose life in this forest over sharing space with humans. Even poverty and hunger was better for them than being among humans.

      Gideon helped her down from the cart after she pulled the horses to a complete stop. He swept all of the timid inhabitants with a long, thoughtful look.

      “Who are they?” he asked.

      “They are wilding Fae, not permitted on the grounds near the castle. Fae who have fallen far out of favor with the king, or Fae with mixed blood. My father says their mixed blood is abhorrent.”

      She wondered if he’d notice that many were single mothers, or elders too frail to work any longer.

      Alia searched the crowd. Not here today. Disappointment mingled with relief. Some family secrets were too precious to reveal.

      “A good king serves all the people in his land, not only the chosen few fortunate enough to be purebloods.” Gideon took a basket and handed it to a tall, almost skeletal Fae with iron gray hair. The Fae thanked Gideon and scurried inside with the treasure. Several sounds of delight followed.

      Alia took a smaller basket and slipped away as Gideon continued handing out provisions. She headed for a smaller shelter at the far end of the settlement, her footsteps light, her need urgent.

      The lopsided, round shack made from mud and sticks had a poorly thatched roof and a single, grimy window. Familiar anger and grief seized her by the throat. Once the woman who lived here had dined on plates of gold, and had apartments with silk furniture and a bed softer than a dove’s wing.

      With a trembling hand, she knocked. No answer. Brianna never came out when visitors came to the settlement. She was too ashamed.

      Alia opened the door. “Are you here? I have a wedding day feast for you.”

      Silence a moment. A hoarse voice that once had sung with such sweetness, she enchanted the fairies, filled the air. “I am. Please, put down the food inside the door and leave.”

      Tears touched her throat. Much as she longed to step inside and embrace Brianna, she respected her too much to go against her wishes. She set the basket inside the house and then closed the door. Alia flattened her palm upon the splintered wood.

      “Tá mo chroí istigh ionat,” she whispered. “My heart is with you, mama.  I love you so much.  Take good care of yourself.”

      Gideon gave her a questioning look when she returned, but she kept busy sorting through the supplies, making sure the weakest and the eldest had the choicest food.

      When they finished passing out the hampers and bottles of wine, a small hobgoblin child with a long, hooked nose, a noticeable under bite and sharp, pointed ears tugged on Gideon’s tunic. “Thank you, sir.”

      Gideon squatted down and touched the child’s thin cheek. “What is your name?”

      “Elvin, sir.” The child hugged Gideon.

      Alia held her breath, hoping Gideon would not turn away in disgust from Elvin’s dirt-stained and threadbare tunic, or the fact his feet were filthy. When her husband hugged him back, she released a small sigh of relief.

      These children had suffered enough without enduring disdain from a newcomer.

      Other Fae children gathered close, their eyes wide with curiosity about the new Fae who wore the dark colors of the Winter Court.

      Gideon sat on the ground, ignoring the fact he was dirtying his splendid uniform. “I’m Gideon. You don’t have to call me sir.”

      He reached into his pockets and brought forth a handful of spun sugar sweets. The children hung back.

      “It’s all right.” He popped one into his mouth. “They’re treats.”

      Each child took one and ate, their faces rapt with obvious enjoyment. Elvin, the boldest, sat close to Gideon.

      “Would you like a story?” Gideon asked them.

      At their eager nods, he began telling them about the great Oberon, the fierce warrior king of the Winter Court, who battled fire-breathing dragons to save his lady love.

      Alia sat on the dusty ground nearby, her heart turning over. It seemed her new husband had a soft spot for children.

      They should return to court, but she seldom made these visits anymore, and seeing these people gave her great pleasure. They had not the ennui of the foppish nobles of court, but were connected with the earth, and experienced few enjoyments in life. Seeing the fear leave their eyes as the adults also hovered close, enjoying Gideon’s tale, filled her with more joy than the pile of expensive wedding gifts awaiting them at their wedding suite.

      Gideon withdrew the jeweled dagger at his hip and showed the eager children the hilt. “And the dragon, in agreement for Oberon sparing his life, led the great Fae king to his treasure trove, where he gifted him a blade of gold, with rubies, diamonds and emeralds on the hilt. Like this.”

      He twirled the blade around in his hand to the oohs and ahhs of his delighted audience.

      When the last sweet had been consumed, Gideon stood. “Time to return to your parents, children.”

      Elvin hugged him tight. “Will you be back?”

      “When I can.” He exchanged troubled gazes with Alia. “I promise.”

      The sun had begun to set when Gideon took the reins to drive back to the castle. Too exhausted and emotionally drained to drive, Alia let him take charge.

      “We should return to the feast,” she ventured, though it was the last place she desired to be, after seeing the deprivation of the forest-dwelling Fae. Alia doubted she could taste another bite of the wedding supper.

      Gideon made a dismissive gesture. “Let them all rot. I cannot eat in good conscience after seeing such hunger.”

      Like her, Gideon seemed to detest the imbalance and suffering in her kingdom.

      Caution, she warned herself. He is not a good person. He may be saying this to gain favor with you.

      But his sunny blue gaze turned stormy, flashing with anger. “There is no excuse for Fae in this kingdom to be starving. Why are they in such dire condition?”

      “The king does not allow the subsidy the wilding Fae used to receive from the court during the harvest. They once gleaned the fruits and berries from the fields that were not choice, and were able to sell them at market for a good price. But last year my father ordered the leftover food destroyed rather than allow wildking folk into the royal fields.”

      “Your father is a right bastard.” His quiet tone was a cutting blade, more lethal than if he’d shouted.

      An eerie, dark glow pulsed from Gideon, grayish shadows mixed with silver sparks. The raw power made her heart race. She had never seen another dark Fae exhibit such magick. Then again, Alia seldom had dealings with Dark Fae.

      Gideon flicked the reins, took a deep breath, and the glow faded. “My apologies, Alia. When my temper grows out of control, it manifests itself in magick.”

      They rode in silence for a few minutes. Then she rested her hand on his arm. “Thank you for being good to them.”

      A grim smile touched his full, sensual mouth. “I should have done more. Have you ever asked the Crimson Wizard to aid the wilding Fae?”

      “The Crimson Wizard.” Alia gave a humorless laugh. “Now that is a joke. I would sooner call upon the Dark Lord of the underworld than that wizard.”

      Gideon’s jaw tensed. “Why? He is your guardian and judge.”

      “Not mine. Not for any females in my kingdom. We called to him once and he never appeared.”

      “Perhaps it was a matter he could not address and he had to let the situation play out as it should.”

      “Maybe. Or perhaps he was on vacation and cares not about this court, especially the women. Or the wilding Fae. I heard he was a Dark Fae once and he favors the Winter Court because it was his home.”

      “He is fair and favors no court over the other.”

      Alia gave a bitter laugh. “Oh? Then why does he wear red, accented with gold? Gold is the color of the Winter Kingdom.”

      “You argue about his dress? Should he accessorize in order to please you?”

      “It’s a statement.” Alia’s stomach clenched with anger. “That’s all I need to know, in addition to the fact he seldom shows up when you need him.”

      “Perhaps he was never needed until now.”

      Gideon flicked the reins as the soaring diamond-entrusted turrets and spires of the Summer castle came into sight. Her father had wealth enough to decorate his castle with precious gems, yet the king was stingy with leftover food. It had not always been this way. She remembered as a child Oren giving her emeralds and rubies to play with and share with her friends, tossing her the jewels much as Gideon had handed out the sweets to the wilding Fae children.

      Oren had been a generous king then. He’d even invited the wilding Fae to a great banquet once a year to celebrate the harvest. Each family had left with enough food to last for a year.

      The days of such banquets were long gone. When she’d pleaded with him to send a barrel of milk for the starving children, he sent an energy bolt at her. Alia had been incapacitated for three days.

      The only thing she could do was to enlist the fairies help in sneaking food and goods to the wilding Fae. She’d worked out a system with the help of a friendly kitchen cook who detested Oren.

      Sometimes late at night she’d lie in her bed, gazing at the sky and seeing the clouds turn black, blotting out starlight as if a terrible plague gripped her land. Alia would wonder what darkness had infiltrated her home, what evil had turned the king from a benefactor to a dictator.

      “Don’t criticize what you do not know, Alia. There are reasons for everything. The wizard does not favor one court over the other.”

      “He’s supposed to be all powerful and all seeing. So what other conclusion should I reach?”

      Hands tensing on the reins, he suddenly pulled the horses to a stop. They were a short distance from the lowered drawbridge. Gideon turned to her.

      “How long has this been going on, Alia? The starving wilding Fae?”

      Emotion squeezed her throat. “Two years ago. If you are right, then why did the Crimson Wizard not correct these wrongs?”

      Rose and purple streaked the horizon over the Mystic Mountains as the sun dipped below the jagged, snow-capped peaks. Shadows played along the sides of the road. Creatures of menace lived in these woods closest to the castle. She seldom ventured outside the castle without an escort.

      Alia knew that Oren had no great concern for her safety; he worried more about controlling her.

      “If the Crimson Wizard knew about such sufferings, he would not have allowed them. Something cloaked them from his knowledge.” Gideon’s hand fell to the dagger at his hip. “A powerful shadow might have disguised the court’s inner workings. Have you witnessed anything overtly evil?”

      The question startled her. “No, my lord. We were brought up that the Summer Kingdom is filled with light and good, and all the evil belonged to your court.”

      At the biting sarcasm in her words, his mouth quirked upward briefly. Gideon drummed his fingers on the leather seat. “Of course. Such lies are what propagated the Fae Wars years ago. I heard too many of them.”

      He almost seemed lost in thought, as if he had been there himself. But the Fae Wars were more than one thousand years ago. Gideon couldn’t be that old, though Fae aged at a snail’s pace after turning twenty-one.

      “If you heard the lies with your own ears, then I’d say you were an old man, not a young Fae.”

      Those full lips twitched upward again, as if her words amused him. Gideon covered her hand with his. His palm was warm, slightly calloused and his touch hinted of possessiveness. “Do you feel as I do, that it’s time to retire to our chambers and let them continue until dawn at the wedding feast and make total gluttons of themselves?”

      Feeling suddenly shy, she squeezed his fingers. Sitting at the table with the laughing nobles would make her ill. As much as she dreaded the marriage consummation, it was far preferable to pretending to enjoy herself at the wedding feast. “I have no desire to return to the table. My father would not expect us back at the feast.”

      Gideon picked up her hand, brushed a light kiss across her knuckles. “To our bedchamber.”
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      Alia quashed her nervousness after the stable hands took charge of the horses and Gideon led her into the cool, stone hallway of the castle. Two uniformed footmen, resplendent in silver and blue, bore torches glowing with yellow and pink fairy lights. They formally greeted them.

      “Lord Gideon, Lady Alia, we are here to escort you to the bridal chamber.”

      In the room, the footmen lit the lamps, filling the chamber with a soft golden glow. The summer court enjoyed modern luxuries indeed, the banquet hall had lighting much as electrical lights in the Skin world, but in this room, tradition abounded.

      A tradition she fervently loathed.

      Alia hugged herself, wishing she was far away. Gideon had been kind, but if she must go through with this physical end of marriage, why did it have to be in this chamber?

      Pretend there is nothing wrong, for if you show anything more than mere bridal nerves, they will inform your father…and it can be terrible for you.

      When the guards closed the door behind them, Alia went to the window to look out at the moon and find her courage.

      Gideon removed the knife sheathed at his hip and began to draw runes on the walls. Each one sparkled.

      Overwhelmed with curiosity, she joined him, her voice a bare whisper. “What are you doing?”

      “There are eyes watching us now,” he murmured into her ear.

      “I know. They always do at each marriage consummation.”

      “I am casting a protective spell on these walls. I do not wish any of your father’s court to eavesdrop.”

      Protective runes. Alia watched the glowing gold lines turn black and then absorb into the soft green of the stone walls.

      “There.” He set down the dagger upon a table. “They will see what they expect. The glamour will hide us and give us privacy.”

      Doubts filled her. “It will not last. My father’s magick is quite powerful. Best to be quick to do the deed.”

      He arched a brow, considered. “When it comes to lovemaking, I am never quick. Your pleasure comes first, my sweet.”

      The concept was new to her. Men in this kingdom as of late were only concerned with their own sexual satisfaction.

      Gideon went to the window seat and sat, his long legs stretched out. He patted his lap. Alia came over, wondering if this was some odd Unseelie ritual.

      After kicking off her satin slippers, she sat on his lap. Gideon cupped her face. His touch was soothing, tender, as he stroked his thumbs over her chilled cheeks. “Are you nervous?”

      No use lying, for he surely could feel her pulse gallop. “Tis only natural.”

      His mouth was firm and warm over her pulse as he kissed her wrist. Nervous fear faded into pure sexual need, the ache between her legs intensifying. With all her heart, she wanted this Fae, wanted him to merge their bodies as one. Alia didn’t know why. She’d imagined this consummation as physical, with pleasure if Gideon was a considerate lover. But not with an overwhelming want as if all her emotions had been bottled up and she’d awaited this moment for a very long time.

      “Why do I feel as if I have known you my entire life and I have waited for this moment forever?” Gideon caressed her cheek, his blue gaze intense.

      His words echoed the feelings inside her. The attraction between them burned bright, yet beneath flickered more than sexual need. She did not understand it, but tonight, would let it fuel her desire for this Fae.

      Alia slid her arms around his neck. “Even though we just met, I am feeling the same. Yet this is a mere marriage for the sake of peace.”

      “Is it?” he murmured. “I think not. I believe we share something more.”

      Her throat went dry beneath the power of his gaze, the heat flaring in those blue eyes. Moonlight streamed through the windows, pooling between them. Hunger for him became an ache deep in her belly, pushing aside all else. She wanted this Fae, wanted him driving into her body, sealing them together with pleasure and passion.

      Beneath her simple white wedding gown, her nipples hardened to pearls, her skin flushed with heat. Gideon’s gaze burned into her, making her feel aware and alive and very much a woman.

      He was a Dark Fae, used to women capitulating to his sexual needs. A warrior of old, blood fired by battle and sexual conquest. Tonight, he was hers and hers alone. Alia climbed off his lap and lay against the cushions with an inviting smile.

      Gideon leaned forward and took her mouth in a light kiss, his mouth barely touching hers. When she sighed into his mouth, he deepened the kiss. He thrust his tongue deep into her mouth.

      He kept kissing her, his hands stroking her back in soothing circles, accustoming her to his touch. Leaving her mouth, he kissed the long slope of her neck, teased the soft skin there with a playful nip and then a soothing lick. Then he fisted a hand in her long hair and tipped her head back as he licked and suckled her throat.

      Something compelled her to slide her hands up, caress the tips of his pointed ears. Gideon closed his eyes and groaned.

      Fae ears were extremely sensitive, and highly erogenous, she’d heard.

      He covered her breast with a warm palm, playing with her nipple in a manner that told of years of experience in arousing women. Alia had no defenses against him. She lay back against the window cushions, letting him do as he wished.

      When he bent his head to take her nipple into his mouth, a gasp of pleasure escaped her. Through the silk of the gown, his mouth was hot and wet. He suckled her, swirling his tongue around one diamond hard nipple.

      Breathing ragged, she clung to him as he lifted her gown, baring her to the waist. Gideon slid a finger teasingly over her slit. As tradition demanded, she wore no underwear. The flesh between her legs pulsed with demand as he gently stroked. The wetness there seemed to please him, for he gave a very satisfied, very male smile.

      Nothing could prepare her for the pleasured shock as he thrust a finger inside her. Alia gasped as he rubbed against her inner, silky flesh, finding pleasure points that had her arching her hips upward, pumping as if her body pleaded for more.

      “Excellent,” he murmured. “You’re quite responsive to me.”

      But she was no slave to lie there meekly. As he slipped another finger inside her, and his thumb rubbed her outer, most sensitive place in the most intimate of caresses, Alia leaned forward. Cupping his face, she took his mouth in a long, drugging kiss…

      While playing with the tips of his ears with one hand…

      And feeling the hardness in his lap with her other.

      Gideon fumbled with the laces on his trousers. She pushed them down his lean hips, freeing his erection.

      He kept kissing her, thrusting his fingers into her tight, hot wetness, as her hand cupped his long, thick shaft. It jerked beneath her exploring fingers, the bulbous tip weeping liquid. Alia rubbed it along the underside. A moan wrung from him, and he worked his fingers harder, circling faster with his thumb. The exquisite pressure coaxed her higher and higher until she could not think.

      Alia’s hands fell to her sides as she pumped her hips upward in time with his thrusting fingers. She came apart, crying out his name, her innermost flesh squeezing as she fell against the cushions.

      Gideon gazed at her, hot and hungry, staring at her most private place, the feminine flesh she knew gleamed with her wetness. He was her husband now and he had the right to do with her as he pleased.

      A hint of sensual cruelty played about his mouth. He jumped to his feet, shed his clothing and stood before her.

      Breath caught in her throat. She’d seen him naked before, in the dungeon, but in the shadowy light of the flickering candles, he was magnificent. Alia stood before him and touched the muscles of his ridged abdomen, felt him quiver beneath her fingers.

      Gideon looked at her solemnly and clasped her hand. He examined her palm. “Your fingers are calloused.”

      Alarm flared, but she managed a smile, hiding her fears. He must not suspect her secret.

      “Simply because I am a princess does not mean I let others plant my garden for me.”

      He made her feel sharpened with awareness, and not merely from the orgasm he’d given her. For the first time in years, she felt fully alive.

      Broad shoulders appeared molded from firm muscle and sinew. Dark gold hair dusted his strong biceps and forearms, and powerful chest. Muscles ridged his flat abdomen, along with a faint line of hair stretching from his belly button down to the thicker nest at his groin. His hips were lean, tapering to a fine V.

      She flushed upon seeing his erection, pulsing and ready for her, and her fascinated gaze dove down to his long, muscled limbs. Trim feet, rounded toes. Perfect.

      And then she looked upward again, at his hands. A slight gasp fled her.

      Burn scars encircled his wrists. Gideon’s gaze was hooded. He extended his hands.

      Alia clasped them, staring at the brutal marks. “These were forged by iron.”

      “They are quite old,” he said softly, and she caught a hint of sorrow flickering in those deep blue eyes.

      An unknown impulse had her feathering her lips over one wrist, kissing his scars. “I could tear apart the one who hurt you, husband.”

      Something flickered behind his gaze. Relief? She was not sure, and had no time to ponder it for suddenly he fisted her gown and with a powerful tug, ripped it from her body.

      The thin material was made to be shredded, but the violence of the action startled her. It spoke of a Fae eager to possess her body, a man who would not wait to claim his prize.

      Clad only in her white lace stockings, she felt raw and exposed. But his gaze shone with sheer admiration.

      “You are exquisite,” he murmured, palming one breast. He teased her nipple, flicking it with his thumb.

      Gideon slid his hands beneath her and carried Alia over to the bed. So strong and assured. His erection, now an angry red, pulsed and throbbed. He placed her in the middle of the soft mattress. Beneath her, the white sheet that would soon be stained with proof of their joining was a solemn reminder this was a marriage between two royal offspring of two powerful kings.

      He climbed over her, nudging her legs open. Silky hair on his legs rubbed against her sensitive skin. Bracing himself on his elbows, he lowered his head and kissed her, his mouth firm, warm and arousing her all over again.

      His shaft was thick, long and felt hot as he pressed it against her soaked folds. The head of his penis penetrated slightly. Pressure increased, threatening to become burning pain. Alia sucked in a breath. Yet much as she wanted to separate herself from this, pretend it was only sex, she sensed it was much richer and meaningful.

      Gideon laced his fingers between hers. Long dark blond hair spilled down past his broad shoulders, framing his handsome face as he looked down at her, expression fierce with sexual need. But in his eyes she saw a piercing longing and tenderness.

      “Look at me, Alia,” he said quietly. “Know it is me who takes you this night. See only me and no one else.”

      Wincing as he pressed inside her, she forced herself to relax. His cock slid partly inside, warm velvet skin stretching her. Gideon withdrew, and stroked his penis between her soaked folds in a teasing manner.

      He positioned his shaft at her opening and pushed. Alia held her breath, every muscle tightening.

      “Relax, my sweet,” he murmured. “It will hurt less if you trust me and relax.”

      The feeling of fullness increased as he inched himself inside her body, the rounded head of his penis gaining entry. Reaching between their bodies, he played with her sensitive flesh, making her slicker than ever. Alia squirmed, not to escape his attentions, but impatient to complete the joining.

      He thrust harder, past the barrier, and she gave a yelp of pain as the pressure increased. Such a feeling of fullness amid the brief sting. Gideon drove himself into her until the hair from his thatch mingled with hers.

      She reached up to caress his cheek. “Husband,” she whispered.

      Tenderness filled his gaze. “Wife.”

      Then he withdrew and began to pump inside her, slowly at first and then she felt a gathering force as he increased the thrusts. Each plunge and withdrawal increased, as if he was determined to drive himself into her very soul. Gideon gripped her bottom, lifting her to meet his pounding thrusts.

      Friction built anew. Her breasts swung as he drove into her, sweat slicking their bodies.  With a hoarse shout, Gideon flung back his head, tendons showing in his throat, his penis pumping thick, hot spurts inside her.

      He collapsed atop her, panting, as she stroked his perspiring back. The marital act was complete and she was his wife now.

      There was no returning.

      Her gaze flicked over to the dagger he had placed on the nightstand. Within reach. She could kill him now, while he lay sated with pleasure, his shaft still deep inside her. Now was the moment to take his life and free her people.

      The thought caused such heartache, a single tear dripped down her cheek. Gideon raised his head, his hair damp with sweat. Concern filled his expression as he wiped her tear away.

      “Are you all right, my sweet?”

      She gave a jerky nod. The moment had passed. Alia felt fleeting relief, which vanished when he went into the adjacent washroom and returned with a wet cloth.

      “Open your legs,” he commanded.

      Biting her lip she complied. But he took the cloth, warm and soft, and washed her. His touch was gentle, and it soothed the stinging ache of her flesh.

      Was he preparing her for some Dark Fae ritual?

      But he only returned the cloth to the washroom, and then with a sigh, went to the nightstand. Gideon picked up the blade and examined its tip. Alia shrank back against the covers.

      Maybe she should have killed him while she’d had the chance.

      She’d heard how the Dark Fae could not resist their sexual deviance and how they enjoyed inflicting pain…

      Gideon started toward her and she trembled, squeezing her eyes shut.

      “Alia, what’s wrong?”

      “Do what you must. Please, I only ask you be quick about it.”

      Gideon frowned. “Be quick about what?”

      “Please…if you must hurt me for your satisfaction, do it quickly.”

      Catching her stare, he blinked. Gideon ran a hand through his long, blond hair.

      “I use the dagger for protection, wife. Nothing more.” His voice gentled. “I would never hurt you.” He glanced at the blood-stained sheet. “Not intentionally and certainly never again in the marriage bed.” Gideon smiled. “Unless you are willing.”’

      She stared, marveling at that smile. Was he joking? She could not tell.

      With the blade’s tip, he traced another rune upon the wall behind the bed. But this time the rune barely sparkled. Judging from his frown, she knew this could be very bad.

      It meant the magick shielding them from prying eyes had faded. She left the bed and touched the wall behind the headboard. Beneath her palm, she could feel her father’s powers pulsing like a heartbeat.

      “It will not work,” she whispered. “Your magick has little power against my father in his castle.”

      Gideon balled up the sheet showing the splotch of her virginal blood and strode to the door and opened it. A guard nearly fell inside, obviously eavesdropping. Her husband threw the sheet at the guard.

      “Tell the king the marriage is consummated,” he snapped.

      Gideon slammed the door in the Fae’s startled face.

      Alia searched for anything to cover herself. Gideon tossed her a soft blue robe.

      “I have no desire for your father’s nobles to see you naked. That is for my eyes alone,” he told her.

      She shrugged into it, the silk kissing her suddenly cold skin. Were they watching now, Gideon’s Dark Fae magick overpowered by the king’s magick? Snickering as they speculated about the groom’s sexual prowess and her nudity? Alia wrapped her arms around herself. She would not let them turn the sweetness and intimacy of what they’d shared into tawdry, crude sex.

      “We leave for our manor home tonight.” His sensual mouth held a hint of cruelty. “I warded it with my powers after your father’s servants delivered my personal belongings. One of your father’s spies thought to sneak inside. He burned his hand upon touching the doorknob.”

      Startled, she looked up at him. “What did you do to him?”

      His smile remained grim. “He will spy no more. I temporarily blinded him.”

      She shuddered at such cruel punishment. Yet her father would have done worse. Gideon’s action reminded her of the dangerous tensions that always ran between the Summer and Winter Courts.

      Gideon picked up her palm. “The magick will not harm you, for the runes warding the cottage will drop to admit you and the fairies and sprites of the forest and anyone I invite inside.”

      Interesting he had chosen to trust the fairies. She felt the same. The woodland fairies and sprites, who watched over the creatures of the forest and the wilding Fae who lived in the settlement, were her friends.

      Gideon went to the armoire and removed a pretty blue satin gown and handed it to her.

      Alia went into the bathing chamber and dressed quickly. When she emerged, Gideon wore his uniform and showed no signs of the tender husband who had merged her flesh with his. He was all business, ruthless and purposeful, as he picked up the knife and sheathed it at his hip.

      When they emerged from the bridal chamber, Gideon beckoned to a palace steward. “I am taking my bride to our home tonight. Get the carriage ready for our departure.”

      The steward looked uneasy. “The royal couples always remain in the palace on their wedding night.”

      “Not this royal couple.”

      Still, the Fae balked. “King Oren has given you two servants for your household, but they will not be ready to join you until tomorrow afternoon, when we expected you to move into your new home.”

      “That will suffice,” he said crisply. “See to our carriage immediately.”

      As they strode down the hallway, members of the court lingering there, eyeing them with complete, undisguised curiosity, Alia struggled to regain her lost composure. She was Gideon’s wife now and held even less status than previously. But her goal was secure. Her new husband had set the course in motion for his own assassination. For she could not kill him in her father’s castle. The magick was too powerful and too many eavesdroppers spying on them would stop her before the blade reached Gideon’s throat.

      A lump filled her own throat. I have no desire to do this, but I must. Is the life of one Fae worth more than the lives of tens of thousands?

      The home the King had given them was on the edge of the Summer King’s court, set in the enchanted forest, the woods that snaked out through the kingdom before touching the boundaries of the more ominous and sinister Mystic Forest. Moonlight silvered the tall oak and sycamore trees flanking the carriage as they rode along the main highway toward their new house.

      Green and blue fairy lights followed them, the fairies and sprites curious about the stately silver and blue carriage leaving the palace. Tiny whispers rippled through the forest from the winged forest sprites that lived there guarding the mystic woods. One flitted over to the open window, wings beating fast, and accompanied them as they rode. Gideon glanced at the sprite and held out his hand.

      To her surprise, the tiny creature, no bigger than his thumb, landed upon his outstretched finger. He gave an indulgent smile. “Hello,” he murmured. “Are you here to escort us to our home? Were you at the wedding?”

      “We were not invited,” the sprite chirped. “King Oren never invites the woodland sprites to his court. We are not welcome and have not been welcome since he threw us out of court. Are you going to evict us as well?”

      Gideon frowned. “You are welcome in our home.”

      “Thank you!” she chirped and flitted away, her wings flapping furiously.

      He looked at Alia. “Why did your father banish the sprites from court? They have as much right to be there as the Fae nobles.”

      Here was a delicate matter she must carefully tread. Summer Court politics were very tricky. “The woodland sprites are protectors of the royal ladies of the court. My father banished them when he thought they gained too much power.”

      The carriage pulled up to the flagstone path leading up to the manor house’s front door. Tucked away among the trees, with a flowing creek in the front, it gave the illusion of isolation. The manor was hewn from the finest cedar wood and granite stone, and suitable for royalty, though Oren considered it too small for anyone of real privilege.

      Stables, a storage barn for supplies, and a cottage for servants were on the grounds an easy walk from their home.

      As the coachman drove off toward the stables, Gideon escorted her up the pathway. He opened the door of their new home and then to her shock, swept her into his arms and carried her across the threshold.

      “That was not necessary,” she told him.

      Still, he did not put her down. Gideon marched around the living area, seeming to study every angle. “It is quite necessary.” He looked down at her. “I am not being a sentimental romantic, Alia. Despite the fact I warded the manor, I do not trust your father or his men, and until I am assured these quarters are safe, your feet will not touch this floor.”

      His concern touched her. Men in her kingdom seldom showed such care with their women.

      The interior living room had floor to ceiling windows overlooking the forest. The stone walls were warm brown, and gave the room a feeling of intimacy. Lamps set into the wall glowed with golden light.

      Holding her easily, Gideon made a fist with his right hand. A dazzling, iridescent glow wreathed his fingers. He unfurled his palm and sparks shot out from his skin, zigging and zagging through the air.

      Seemingly satisfied, he set her down. Alia stared at his glowing fist.

      “More of your Dark Fae magick? For what purpose?”

      Gideon flexed his hand and the silver sparks returned to him, then dissipated. “A cleansing magick to ensure no unwelcome surprises were left here by others.”

      Alia scrubbed her hands against her gown. “This manor is safe enough. My father has many spies, but few dare enter this place. The one you caught yesterday must have been desperate to gain favor with my father.”

      Gaze hooded, he looked at her. “Why do few dare to enter here?”

      She ran a finger along the windowsill, reluctant to answer. He turned, clasped her chin and lifted her face to meet his gaze. “Tell me, Alia.”

      Such command in that deep voice, she felt compelled to obey.

      “It belonged to my mother. It was her private retreat when she needed…to get away.”

      “You mean when the king sent her away.”

      Emotion clogged her throat. “Yes. You have heard the stories of my mother and her madness, I see.”

      “Madness or practicality? Being the lesser wife of the Summer King must have put a tremendous strain on your mother.” Gideon’s gaze remained steady. “I understand she was a gentle soul and the politics of court can be quite brutal.”

      She could not talk about her mother, and the anguish of watching her grow into a shadow of herself. The feelings ran deep, the love too raw, too real, to tell this man whose bed she must share.

      Bed, yes. Innermost secrets, no.

      Gideon went to the window and traced another rune on the glass. “Alia, it is still our wedding night and the ritual must be performed. Remain here a moment and rest, and I shall return soon.”

      She sat on the settee as he vanished into the bedchamber. When he emerged a few minutes later, he wore a burgundy dressing robe that draped down to his feet. His expression was intense as he handed her a goblet filled with dark liquid.

      “Tincture made by my people. It expedites healing of a new bride after she loses her virginity and prepares her for the ritual ahead.”

      Alia drank. It tasted like mint and honey, and warmth filled her. The space between her legs ceased to hurt. Instead, she felt open, aching and wanting all over again.

      With a possessive hand on the small of her back, Gideon guided her into the bedchamber.

      Alia stared, dismay mingling with excited anticipation.

      She knew that Gideon’s nature was sexually deviant. But the court gossips and what few rumors her handmaidens passed along were nothing compared to the reality staring her in the face.

      The bedroom was designed to feel natural and bring the outside indoors. Floor to ceiling windows overlooked the gardens and forest beyond, where moonlight silvered the thick green grass and the silver and blue roses near the pond. Over the bed was a window carved into the ceiling. The sight coaxed a smile to her face. They could lie upon the bed and gaze at the starlight beloved by the Winter Court.

      Walls of stone and natural wood surrounded a bed with four hand carved posters, each with twisting designs of vines. The craftsmanship was breathtaking and she knew the artisan who made it was long dead, for there was an air of age about the wood.

      Gideon nodded at the bed. “I had it brought over from my father’s castle. Many generations of royalty were conceived and born in this bed.”

      But more than the bed was the wall and what decorated it…

      Dangling from the stone wall near the bed were silver handcuffs attached to pretty silver linked chains. Diamonds glinted in the silver and the restraints were lined with…

      She picked up one and touched it.

      “Fur.” Gideon’s voice was low and lush behind her, his warm breath feathering her ear. “So to not bruise your skin.”

      He picked up her wrist, pressed a kiss to the inside. “The ritual requires physical stamina, so I intend to make it as easy as possible on you.”

      “The mating ritual.” Breath fled her lungs in a loud whoosh as he shed the robe and stood before her naked. “What exactly do you plan, Gideon?”

      Unsmiling, he nodded at her gown. “Take it off. Now.”

      She kicked off the satin shoes, shed the gown. As she went to unfasten the lacy white stockings, he shook his head. “Leave them on.”

      Cool air brushed up against her nipples turning them hard as diamonds. Gideon’s gaze darkened. Hands at her waist, he turned her around and slid her wrists into the handcuffs. Arms stretched slightly over her head, she faced the stone wall.

      He gave an experimental tug. “Does this hurt?”

      “N-no.” She was fascinated more than fearful.

      He skimmed a hand along her arm, and then down her front, playing with her breasts. Arousal flooded her veins once more. She didn’t know what he planned, but something warned it would be sensational. Earthshattering, perhaps.

      A night she would never forget.

      The earthy scent of wood smoke filled the air. Alia turned her head to see him pour a handful of oil onto his palm. Light filled the room as his magick surged. Gideon smiled.

      “Best way of warming the oil,” he said.

      She gave a delicate shiver.

      “Arch your back.” He pressed a hand gently on the small of her back.

      As her rear rose into the air, he began rubbing her bottom, smoothing the oil over her flesh.

      Reaching between them, he slid an oiled finger over her slit. Then he thrust two fingers deep inside her, as if testing her readiness. She whimpered as he stroked slowly, then withdrew, banking the heat between her legs.

      “You’re mine, Alia. No other man will touch you.” Gideon gave a low growl and nipped the juncture of her shoulder, then softly kissed the skin. He slid his hands across her belly, cupping her breasts and playing with her nipples. She wriggled impatiently when his hands returned to her slick cleft. He worked his oiled fingers over her flesh, stroking and creating exquisite friction, until the tension built higher and higher. Alia cried out, the chains on the handcuffs rattling as a powerful orgasm seized her. If the first he’d given her before their consummation had been powerful, this one shattered her.

      Then he gripped her hips, his fingers holding her still. Alia gasped as the head of his slick cock touched her wet cleft. Gideon gave a single, hard thrust. No pain this time, only a feeling of fullness, of delicious pleasure as his penis slid against the erogenous points inside her slick channel.

      He kept thrusting, slowly, keeping a rhythm. Two deep strokes, then one shallow, then withdraw. The slow tease made her bite her lip in frustration. She wanted all of him, now, deep inside her, sealing them together.

      “The ritual,” he whispered, his voice ragged, “is to bind the couple together on their wedding night. But it is more. The man’s duty is to so deeply pleasure his woman that she will never turn her eyes toward another man, and the day after their wedding, she will carry the memory of her husband’s body making them one flesh, his cock driving into her, feeling him inside her even when they are parted.”

      He slid a finger over her pointed ear and built the tension higher, until she climaxed again.

      He whispered dark words of passion while his fingers worked magick between her legs, all the while his cock kept thrusting inside her. Alia lost track after seven orgasms.

      Dazed, exhausted, she whimpered and begged for mercy. He showed her none, and each time she hung from the cuffs, panting and feeling as if she could not bear more, he urged her on.

      After ten orgasms, she sensed him gathering dark power to push him toward completion. They had been here hours, perhaps all night, Gideon’s virility and stamina seemingly endless.

      Gripping her hips, he gave a final, deep thrust and shouted her name as she climaxed again, straining against the coolness of the stone wall. His hot seed jettisoned inside her, his cock slick and throbbing. His climax seemed to go on and on, each wash of his semen sending little pulses of fresh pleasure shooting through her body.

      Sagging from the cuffs, she closed her eyes. Small wonder women in court whispered of the sexual prowess of the Dark Fae. She had never anticipated anything like this, feeling completely and utterly possessed and owned.

      Her arms should ache from the chains, but warmth poured through her muscles. It was his dark magick, she realized. Gideon sent pulses of healing magick into her body, strengthening her for this ritual.

      Tomorrow she would be sore. But for tonight, the hot wash of pleasure that left her languid and drenched in warm body fluids and passion, would carry through to her dreams.

      Gideon unfastened the cuffs and lifted her into his arms. She opened one eye.

      “Are you part incubus?”

      He laughed softly. “No. But I have heard that rumor about Unseelie royals. We are merely trained to give and receive pleasure, and practice using our magick in the art of sex and love, while your court is busy prancing about in jewels and finery at your many balls and feasts.”

      Gideon placed her on her back in the bed’s middle. Kneeling, he parted her thighs.

      The long strokes of his hot tongue nearly made her jolt upright. His mouth was soothing, licking at her quivering female flesh. Warmth poured through her veins, and a languid relaxation settled in her bones. Each lash of his tongue made her quiver with renewed arousal, until she pushed her hips upward in a plea for more.

      The orgasm exploding out of her nearly made her faint, as stars exploded behind her closed eyelids.

      When she finally opened them and lay there panting and exhausted, he climbed over her. Expression fierce, he angled his cock and drove into her once more. This time, face to face, the warm velvet of his penis sliding into her.

      “Look at me,” he demanded.

      His gaze glittered fiercely, with lust and tenderness.

      “See only me, Alia. Your husband. Feel only my touch. I give you my vow, I shall never share my body with another woman.”

      His hands clutched her hips, squeezing tight as he reared back with a groan, tendons and cords on his strong neck tensing from the violence of his climax.

      Panting, Gideon collapsed upon her, his sweat-slicked body heavy, yet comforting. Alia stroked his damp hair.

      Her husband.

      I cannot do this. How can I bring him any harm after what we have shared this night?

      Slowly, he separated their bodies and she felt cold and alone. Gideon lifted her, tucking her beneath the silk sheets and wool blanket.

      Then he dropped a singular sweet kiss on her brow. “Rest, my sweet. Tomorrow night we will spend only an hour or two in bed.”

      “And the night after?” she mumbled.

      A twinkle lit his eyes. “I will introduce you to the delights of having sex in public, without anyone seeing what you are feeling. There are tiny pearls I will insert deep into your passage, pearls that pulse against your most sensitive tissues. You will learn to cloak your reaction so no one realizes you are being pleasured.”

      His fingers lightly splayed over her mound. “It will feel as if I am deep inside you, my hand rubbing between your legs. You will learn the art of control, conversing with nobles of the court as the pearls bring you to a shattering orgasm.”

      Alia’s breath fled her. “I cannot.”

      “You will,” he said, his voice carrying a hint of darkness. “And there is much more to marriage to me. We will be utterly respectable and civil by day, and indulge in sexual deviance by night. Each night brings a new sensation.”

      Alia’s eyes closed.

      But as he leaned over to give her a tender kiss, she thought she spotted tenderness in a gaze, softening his smile of pure male satisfaction.
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      As the soft rose-gold colors of dawn streaked the skies, Gideon left the bed and his sleeping bride.

      Dark, silky hair spilling over the pillow, Alia slept deeply. He had pleasured her long into the night, and her stamina pleased him, along with her tiny cries of excitement as he’d driven himself deep into her.

      They were well and truly bound together now as husband and wife. Alia was spirited and beneath the meek demeanor fired passion and courage. She might wear skirts as dictated by her chauvinistic sire’s rules, but she had the courage of a warrior. Standing up to her father last night to feed the hungry wilding Fae had shown him exactly what type of woman he’d married.

      I could fall in love with you, Alia.

      He made himself tea, bringing it outside to the back porch. Gideon sipped the brew, relishing the taste. As an immortal wizard, he had no need for food to fuel his body. Sometimes he ate at formal dinners when the Brehon were invited, but he barely tasted anything. Now, when food and fuel were necessary, he found himself returning to the Fae delicacies he’d enjoyed as a mortal.

      Sex last night with Alia had been immensely satisfying and slightly disturbing on the most visceral level.

      He had intended the ritual to be nothing but physical pleasure for them both. Instead, as he joined his body to hers, he felt their souls entwine. Her sweet Fae song as she cried out his name as she’d climaxed touched his heart in a manner no woman had done.

      Not since Eleanor.

      He would not, nay, could never forget his sacred vow to love only Lady Eleanor. But Alia, with her fierce will to live, her sweetness, courage and her natural sensuality, threatened to break that ancient vow.

      Restless, he went to the stone bench that overlooked the bubbling fountain in the center of the pond set among the garden roses. Stones and ferns ringed the water, and fairies skimmed the surface, occasionally dipping their wings to create tiny ripples.

      Alia hid something from him, something quite important. With his wizard powers, he could easily rip it from her mind. But even if he had those, he was loath to do so. Fae minds could be quite fragile and he would not wish to harm her.

      He’d seen her gentle nature with the forest folk, the sadness in her eyes when he’d asked about her mother and siblings. Alia did not seem violent nor dull-witted as some in her father’s court. Her spirit was strong, reminding him of another woman with a frail body but an indomitable soul.

      Once, not long after he’d become the Crimson Wizard, he’d asked Danu what had happened to Eleanor. The goddess had only replied that she slept until the proper time for her to be awakened.

      After that nebulous answer, he never inquired again.

      Making love with Alia had been exquisite. Even now he could smell the scent of her skin, feel the hot, wet tightness of her sheath gripping the smooth flesh of his cock. Gideon set down the teacup and a pink-winged fairy landed on the rim, fluttering her wings. He poured some into the saucer and she sipped. Then hiccupped.

      Laughing, he shook his head. “You should know better. Primrose tea makes fairies drunk.”

      The fairy sat on the bench beside him, fluttering her wings. Suddenly she increased to the size of a small adult. The fairy beat her iridescent dragonfly wings of pink and red, fanning the air. Pink roses were woven through her white-blonde hair, and a pink and silver gown with capped sleeves covered her slender body, ending at mid-thigh. Her feet remained bare, but wreathed in garlands of pink and white roses.

      “Sire, why are you here? What reason brings you to the Seelie Court that you would leave Tir Na-nog to marry a mere mortal? You are the Crimson Wizard.”

      He sucked in a breath. Of course Ariel would know his true identity. Danu warned him those extremely close to him were immune to the glamour spell. Ariel had served him well in the Unseelie world when he was mortal and when he became the Crimson Wizard, she served him in Tir na-Nog. Ariel was permitted to live in both, for she was as immortal as he. She commanded a squadron of warrior fairies who protected the woodlands and mountains.

      “The goddess has her reasons, Ariel, and you must keep your counsel. I trust you and your legion of fairies will not share this knowledge of my real identity.”

      She dipped her head, making her curls bounce. “The Fae of the Summer Court naught listen to us anyway, unlike those of the Winter Court. They are too pompous and self-important to consort with our kind.”

      “Except when you force them to listen.” He had no doubt about Ariel’s abilities to hold the peace.

      Ariel lifted her chin and gazed into the dark forest. “We need you here, sire. There is a horrible darkness leeching into this land. We have tried our best to keep it at bay, but it spreads like a fungus infecting tree bark. There is little we can do. Only a powerful member of the Brehon can defeat it.”

      “I have temporarily lost my powers,” he told her. Honesty was best with the fairies.

      She gave him a look far wiser than her eight hundred years. “I know. Power is an illusion at times. Cunning and courage will aid you here more than the strongest magick. If you love Alia true, you will gain a power far greater than your deepest dreams.”

      He sighed and traced a rune in the air, making the lines glitter and sparkle like a tiny firework. “I cannot love another woman. My heart lies with my lady Eleanor.”

      “Alia is so much deserving of love. She is a good Fae, sire.” Ariel frowned. “You had best treat her with loving tenderness and never hurt her, or I shall hurt you.”

      Opening her pink mouth, she bared a set of tiny, very sharp fangs.

      Amused at the idea of his loyal fairy standing up to him, he touched one of the deadly fangs. A droplet of dark green glistened on his finger. Gideon shook it off and the acid sank into the earth with a hiss.

      “I gave you those fangs, remember? And your poison. I gave them to you and the other fairies.”

      Ariel licked her lips. “My fangs cannot pierce the evil riddling this kingdom, sire. You must vanquish it before all the Fae of the Summer Kingdom succumb.”

      He frowned. “What power do you sense?”

      “I cannot pinpoint it.” Ariel looked troubled. “But the heaviness in the air grows stronger each day and there are reports from my fairies that even the neutral territory may be infected.”

      “I will do what I must, Ariel.”

      Admiration shone in her eyes. “You always do, sire. You are the wisest Crimson Wizard I have ever served.”

      “I am the only Crimson Wizard you have ever served,” he said dryly.

      Laughing, she fluttered her wings, then rose into the air. She vanished into the dark forest.

      Gideon watched, amused at the twinge of envy over the fairy’s skill at flight. He missed the magick he wielded as the Crimson Wizard. Flick a finger and all was at your disposal.

      Perhaps Danu was right. He had grown too comfortable, too reliant upon his powers and let his other senses lapse. He was a being bound by duty to his people, and used magick for their greater good.

      But perhaps there was another way.

      When he returned inside, Alia was in the kitchen, stirring a cup of tea in a fine bone china cup. The rose pink dressing robe complimented her fair coloring, and matched the becoming blush on her cheeks. Her long dark hair was unbound, spilling down her backside. She moved, and the robe opened slightly, giving him a glimpse of one shapely leg, still clad in the soft white lace stockings of their wedding night.

      Gideon dropped a kiss on her cheek. “Good morning, my sweet.”

      She offered a shy smile. “I never sleep past dawn. I’m sorry.”

      Gideon frowned. “For sleeping? Don’t apologize. You were tired.”

      “I should have risen first, made you breakfast…”

      Troubled by the concern in her voice, Gideon gestured to the table. He did not want her worried about serving him.

      “Sit.”

      When she did, he took her hand. “Alia, I don’t know, nor do I care, what other Fae in this kingdom expect of their wives. Our marriage will be different. I don’t expect you to make me breakfast, nor wait on me hand and foot like a servant. I’m perfectly capable of making my own meals.”

      Her eyes were so blue, as pretty as a summer sky, but shadows lurked within. He wondered what truly troubled her.

      “What do you expect of me, my lord?” A deeper flush on her cheeks. “Other than in the marriage bed.”

      “I expect you to call me Gideon. I expect you to sleep when you are tired, to be honest with me if I put too much strain on you when we have sex, and not wait on me like a servant. The rest we’ll make the rules as we go along. Agreed?” He kissed her hand, feeling the softness of her skin beneath his mouth.

      Lines of strain around her mouth eased and her slender shoulders lost some of the rigid tension. “I can work with that.”

      “I believe we must make an appearance today before your father, but that will fulfill our obligations as a married couple in court for a month.”

      Her mouth wobbled. “Yes. I will be honest and tell you I am not looking forward to the presentation. It is much pomp, circumstance and sly looks and whispers amongst the court about the groom’s prowess in bed the previous night.”

      She gave a desultory stir to the tea he’d placed for her on the table. Gideon waited. He had patience. In his fourteen hundred years of living, he’d learned to wait.

      Finally she set down the spoon. “The custom was, until a year ago, one that was joyful and celebratory in court. The married couple would present themselves to my father, who would give them a splendid gift. The nobles of the court, if the marriage was a royal one, would provide the food for a wedding breakfast and the fairies and sprites all showered the couple with magick to wish them well in their married life together. Now it has devolved into crude comments and gestures and the fairies and sprites are no longer welcome.”

      Gideon nodded. “Then we will present ourselves to your father and court, but there is no need for us to remain for a meal where it is certain we will both get indigestion. Unless your father plans to entertain us by serving us and then doing handsprings.”

      As he winked, she laughed. “I would like to see that. He would be more likely to do handsprings than serve anyone, least of all a lowly daughter.”

      Gideon kissed her hand again. “You are not lowly, my sweet. Never.”

      Her expression softened. “You are good to me, Gideon.”

      Someone should be. She deserved plenty of pampering, lots of kisses and love…

      Love I can never give.

      His heart twisted painfully at the thought. Gideon shuttered his expression. “Finish your tea and then we’ll go to the palace.”

      

      An hour later, Alia felt her stomach knot as she and her new husband entered the lavish throne room. Only a handful the highest ranking nobles were present before King Oren. She reminded herself to stay on her toes in this court and never let down her guard.

      Certainly not in front of her new husband.

      There was a ruthlessness about him, a tight control that screamed sexual skills in bed. Gideon could caress a woman’s nape and then snap a neck in the next heartbeat. It had more to do with his own personal magick than simply being Unseelie.

      The dark and terrible power he radiated came from another source, not mere royalty of the Winter Court. Gideon’s magick pulsed like a heartbeat, a barely sheathed sword.

      As they drew closer, and then were bid by a page to wait, Alia was startled to see her father looking…old.

      True, the king was quite advanced in years, but he trembled and his hand shook as he raised it to sip from the goblet offered by a page. She glanced at her husband, and Gideon’s mouth flattened and his gaze sharpened as he studied her father.

      So, he’d noticed as well.

      Almost subconsciously, as if seeking reassurance, she slipped her hand into Gideon’s. He looked startled for a moment, then pleased. He gave a little nod. Alia took a deep breath and they approached the high dais.

      As she curtseyed, Gideon gave a small, informal bow. Her breath hitched. Such rudeness would catch her father’s attention. He demanded full honor and all Fae in his court must bow from the waist, not merely incline their head.

      Would the king demand punishment for her new husband? But as she furtively watched Oren’s reaction, she realized the king had barely noticed. His attention was focused on the goblet as the uniformed page sprinkled something into the drink.

      “More,” the king rasped.

      Hand shaking, the page opened the packet and poured more of the substance. Oren reached for it with greedy hands. He gulped down the contents, smacked his lips. Then he leaned back with a sigh and closed his eyes, gripping the armrests of his ornate, hand carved wood throne. It was as if they were not even there.

      No murmurs amongst the nobles or the court. Alia had not spent much time here, and she suspected they were accustomed to this bizarre behavior.

      Gideon narrowed his eyes. She was used to waiting on the king, but her husband was a prince and held his own status.

      “King Oren,” her husband said in a strong, deep voice.

      The king opened his eyes. “What?”

      Gasps amongst the court, except for a few nobles, who sniggered. They were quickly hushed when Gideon turned, sweeping them with a contemptuous look.

      “Your Majesty, are you well?” Gideon asked in a louder voice.

      Her father cleared his throat. His hands no longer trembled and he no longer held onto the throne as if for support. “Of course I am, impertinent pup,” he snapped, his expression filled with anger and his usual impatience.

      Gideon inclined his head again. “My apologies, majesty. You looked a trifle ill and I was concerned for your health.”

      So smooth. A diplomat. But Alia knew contempt flashed in Gideon’s eyes as he lowered his gaze. Yet his expression was carefully blank as he lifted his head once more.

      Gideon gently squeezed Alia’s hand. “We came here for your nuptial blessing, as is tradition in this kingdom. I fear we are distracting you from more important matters in the kingdom.”

      His deep voice carried respect, but she knew the sarcasm dripping from it. Fortunately, Oren was preoccupied. He waved a hand. “You have my blessing. I will ask Cook to prepare a small breakfast for you in the solar. Don’t expect anyone from court to attend.”

      At the crude insult, Alia stifled a gasp. Forgoing the traditional breakfast was as rude as if the king had slapped her cheek. Her face burned with shame.

      Her father had all but stated, “You are not worth honoring.”

      Gideon nodded. “I thank you, but I have traditions of my own kingdom. I must take my bride to observe the morning solstice ritual.”

      They bowed again and left the throne room. Alia’s throat closed tight. All her life, she’d waited and hoped for respect and a little love from her sire. Why should he show any now? She still was lower than the table salt.

      Only when they were outside the castle grounds and riding on the horses given to them from the royal stables did Gideon speak. “Are you all right, Alia?”

      “Yes.” Her hands gripped the reins tighter. “I apologize on behalf of the king for that insult, my lord. He has always insisted on throwing a wedding breakfast for newly married royals.”

      “Do not apologize, but do call me Gideon.” He frowned. “Is your father always like this in the morning?”

      “I don’t know for I seldom see him, except for the few times when he summons me to court, usually in the afternoon. That was when he matched me with my former groom.”

      “Ah yes, the lord riddled with evil who was destroyed,” Gideon murmured.

      “By the Crimson Wizard.” She tilted her head. “Did you hear of the incident?”

      Gideon avoided her gaze. “I’m sure many in both kingdoms have.”

      They rode in silence for a few moments before she spoke again. “What is this morning solstice ritual you mentioned? Has it been part of your culture for many centuries?”

      A charming, lethal smile from those lips that had kissed every inch of her body last night, delivering pleasure after pleasure. “It is something I invented to get us the hell out of there.”

      Alia laughed, her melancholy lifted by his good humor. “Gideon, you are a Fae after my own heart. Thank you.”

      He leaned forward. “Come, let’s race!”

      As they galloped toward the cottage, she felt more free and lighthearted than she had in years.

      How she wished she didn’t have to kill him.
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      Lush gardens covered the grounds in back of their new home. After breakfast, Gideon sat in the library, poring over books containing the history of the Summer Kingdom. He hoped to garner clues about King Oren.

      Alia went outside to garden. Through the opened windows he heard her high, sweet voice singing as she worked. Once he stopped to listen and observe. Swarms of emerald green, turquoise blue and sunflower yellow butterflies fluttered around her as she knelt in the earth. They were attracted to her much as the sprites who buzzed back and forth, helping fetch her tools for planting.

      As he watched his bride, Gideon wondered if Alia herself envied the butterflies and sprites for their winged freedom.

      He went into the garden to join her. Ariel fluttered nearby.

      “Sire!” Ariel flew over to him. “Alia is planting nectar plants for us.”

      He smiled and sat on the bench, crossing his feet at the ankle to watch his wife work in the garden. The fairies adored sipping from the nectar plants.

      Alia joined him on the bench, sighing as she dusted off her hands. “I enjoy watching the fairies and butterflies. They are so ethereal, so lovely.”

      A white butterfly, its wings delicate white lace, fluttered nearby. It landed on Alia’s outstretched finger. Then it flew over to her head, perching there.

      Alia tilted her head. “Do you like my new hat?”

      At her impish smile, he laughed. “It looks charming on you.”

      The butterfly flitted off, circling her and then flew toward the trees. It returned, leading streams of more butterflies—iridescent blue, brilliant green, sharp crimson with gold wings. The butterflies fluttered around Alia as if drawn to her.

      She gave a happy sigh. “I could remain here forever.”

      I wish we could. He kissed her. “I must return to my reading. Enjoy your gardening.”

      That night, after their new servants served a delicious casserole of vegetables and chicken, they sat before the roaring fire. The outside air had a distinct chill. The two Fae servants retired for the evening, settling into the nearby cottage given to them as living quarters.

      Chin propped up on one hand, he concentrated on the fire as Alia worked on needlepoint. One of his particular talents as the Crimson Wizard had been controlling fire through magick, creating beings made from the flames.

      Fire fairies.

      He missed that ability now. Fire fairies could vanish with a wisp of smoke, and then dive down the chimney and reanimate inside the fireplaces of unsuspecting Fae. It was an excellent way to gain information from powerful Fae who wished to keep secrets from the Crimson Wizard.

      He’d sent two to Oren’s private apartments only last month and learned nothing. Oren had shielded himself with such power; Gideon could not find a way to penetrate into his inner sanctum.

      It wasn’t unusual, for the kings of both Fae courts were ancient and powerful. But considering the shadows pushing at the edges of this kingdom, it was imperative he find out Oren’s true intentions. Each day he felt the oppressiveness lingering in the air inside the castle grow heavier, like lead weights crushing his chest.

      In the armchair near him, Alia set down her needlepoint and sipped Kelvarian fruit wine, a luxury allowed only for royals.

      “What do you see in the fire, my lord?”

      Gideon kept staring at the flames. “Alia, I told you to call me Gideon. I am not your lord. I am your husband.”

      “Yes, my lord husband Gideon.”

      He turned to see a twinkle in her eyes, the hint of a smile upon her pretty mouth. His heart turned over as he remembered how Eleanor had teased him the same manner. Alia was the first woman in a millennia to bring lightness into his life.

      Firelight reflected in the sparkling jewels adorning her ears. Alia wore two earrings in each ear; one sparkling diamond pierced through the delicate flesh of her lobe, the other near the pointed tip of her ear.

      Odd how they had seemed to glow red at times. Perhaps an effect of her magick.

      “In the Winter Kingdom, royal princes gift their brides with a wedding present.” Gideon didn’t add that customarily the bride gifted her husband with a present as well. He did not want her to feel obligated. “I have jewels for you when we visit my father’s kingdom soon. You may have your choice. Do you prefer diamonds, pearls, sapphires or other stones?”

      Her finger touched the gemstones in her ear. “Jewels are not for me, my lord.”

      Gideon blinked in surprise. “Why wear the diamonds?”

      “They were forced on me when I turned twelve. All girls in the kingdom are required to wear ear jewelry.” Her smile flattened. “My father made it a law two decades ago, as a symbol of our status. Royal women wear diamonds, daughters of court nobles rubies or sapphires, common Fae simple quartz. But all women must wear them.”

      “Why?”

      She gave a slight laugh. “Perhaps the king wanted to make us all look prettier. He loathes ugly women.”

      Sensing a delicate topic, he changed the subject. “Then my wedding gift to you will not be gems. But it is traditional for royal princes in my kingdom to gift their brides with jewelry.”

      “Gideon, why did you marry me? Was it solely for political reasons and to seal the truce between our two kingdoms?”

      He drew in a sharp breath. The question was not unexpected, but he wasn’t certain she would like the answer. Honesty was best, but he could not reveal his true nature to her. Not yet. Her safety came first, and without his Crimson Wizard powers, he could not guarantee it. Others might harm or even kidnap her if word leaked out he was the Crimson Wizard.

      “Our marriage was arranged for a higher purpose. Yes, I married you for the sake of peace, but I promise you will never want for anything. I will do all in my power to ensure you have everything you need.”

      Crackling flames mirrored in her troubled gaze. Alia turned her head, running a finger along the stem of the wineglass. “And what if I need love? Could you ever learn to love me?” she asked softly.

      Alia deserved a devoted, loyal husband who would care for her, protect and cherish her, and love her for all time.

      “Alia, I made a vow long ago to love only one woman. She has been dead and gone for many years, but my heart remains with her. I will cherish and care for you, my sweet. All I ask is that you trust me.”

      “We do not know each other.”

      True enough, but he couldn’t ignore the sensation that he knew her heart, and she was familiar to him. “Open up to me. Share with me your hopes, your dreams, your concerns. I am listening.”

      Silent still, she continued staring at the wine as if it held the answers to all the world’s concerns. Alia finally gave a small, humorless laugh.

      “Dreams aren’t possible for me. I’m the king’s glittering toy, taken out of a box and put on display when he pleases, and it’s expected that I shine, no matter how I feel inside. When I enter court, I hold my breath, hoping I don’t have a stray thread on my hem, or a curl out of place. All in court wait to see me make one small mistake and become an object of questioning, or ridicule. Or worse.”

      “Go on.”

      “I am married now but I have no identity. I am known as your wife instead of the king’s daughter. Everything official I do must be sanctioned by you, my lord and master. I cannot travel, work or even to have my own money when I shop. I must have your approval on my wardrobe. I am not a person, only a vessel for your pleasure and later, for bearing your children. The smallest sprite in the Summer Kingdom has more freedom than I do.”

      She took a deep breath, as if all had been bottled up inside her. It had for quite a while, he suspected.

      “I am considered by some Fae to be overweight. As my husband you could order me to slim down. You have the right to withhold meals, even punish me publically if my figure displeases you. Or if anything I do displeases you.”

      He waited, listening intently.

      “So when you ask about me, my hopes and dreams for my life, it’s quite simple. I wish to survive to live another day.”

      Anger colored her voice, flushed her cheeks, but her gaze remained wary as she watched to see his next move. This was the real Alia, the woman who dared to voice her opinion to the king when he’d visited as the Crimson Wizard.

      He stood and crossed the room to stand by her chair and lifted his hand. Alia flinched, as if expecting him to hit her.

      Sighing, Gideon dropped his hand to her hair, caressing it. “You are beautiful as you are, Alia, in sackcloth or velvet. Your body is exquisite and I cherish all your curves. But if you were a wizened crone or a skinny wife, what would matter most to me is your own unique self, your spirit and intellect and fire. I recognized it when I first saw you.”

      Huge eyes filled with distress, shadows dancing within them. Secrets and pain. So many secrets. “Gideon, you’re perfect. You have magick I can never hope to attain, and you’re simply beautiful and handsome and at times, arrogant. There isn’t a woman in my father’s court who would refuse you if you invited them into your bed.”

      “Our bed,” he trailed a finger down her temple, enjoying her little quiver, “is reserved only for you. And I am not perfect.”

      Nor do I have powerful magick.

      Huge blue eyes regarded him, shadows dancing in their depths. “And how long will you stay?”

      His hand stilled and then he dropped it. Had she seen through his glamour and suspected his true identity? “What do you mean?”

      “You’re from the Winter Kingdom. A Fae prince. How long could you remain here in the Seelie Court? Most lords who are part of the peace treaty exchange never remain longer than six months.” Alia sighed. “My father will never allow me to leave the Seelie Court. You know the terms of the marriage contract. You remain here six months and then you are free to leave.”

      Free to desert me, her tone indicated.

      He opted for the truth. “I will stay as long as I can.”

      The answer didn’t make her relax. She was too smart for platitudes. Instead, Alia picked up the aging harp next to the chair and strummed the strings. “Shall I play?”

      “Please,” he murmured, settling back into his seat. “I enjoy your voice.”

      She sang a traditional Fae song of brave warriors and loyal ladies who waited for them to return from battle. The notes were sweet and pure, and he closed his eyes, his body relaxing under the soothing melody of her voice.

      She seemed fragile, delicate bone structure beneath the creamy whiteness of her skin. Lush and curvy, a feast for any man.

      The lyrical pureness of her voice soothed him, made him relax against the chair cushions in a manner he’d never done outside the refuge of his home in Tir na-Nog.

      Alia’s tender touch awakened the man inside him who had long buried his heart.

      When she finished, Alia set down the harp with a sigh. “I have always enjoyed singing at night, but I fear the strings are out of tune.”

      Gideon went and sat on the edge of her chair. “It was lovely.”

      Her fingers plucked at the amethyst gown trimmed with silver, much as they’d plucked the harp. “Now that I am married, I am allowed to wear colors other than white. I’m no longer the king’s virginal daughter. Do you like this gown?”

      “You may wear whatever color gown that pleases you. I like what you are wearing,” he said, his voice husky, his desire growing. “But presently, I’d like you better out of it.”

      He bent his head to take her mouth. She kissed him, her mouth moving subtly over his. Groaning, he slid a hand around her nape, holding her still as he increased the pressure.

      Beneath his trousers, his erection throbbed, hard and demanding. His kiss was possessive, pure flames. Alia fisted her hands into his shirt. This was no kiss of lust and desire from their previous lovemaking. Desperation and pure need arrowed through him, as he kissed her as if they would part forever and never see each other again. Each time he touched her, he felt truly alive for the first time in more than a thousand years.

      Gideon swept her into his arms and carried her into the bedroom. He ripped off her gown and tumbled her into the bed, then stripped.

      His lovemaking was fierce, wild and passionate, and she took all he gave her, and gave back passion of her own.

      Long after she lay spent and exhausted in sleep, he remained awake, staring at the ceiling.

      He could grow to love her..

      Once the idea would have bothered him greatly. It no longer did. Not when he considered Alia, and the spark of joy she stirred deep inside him. Her laughter reminded him of another woman, the only woman he’d loved, the woman he’d failed to protect. It hurt deeply, but in a way, he was fiercely glad of it, for he finally felt alive again.

      No matter what, he had to prevent Alia from suffering the same fate as Eleanor.

      

      Seven days after their wedding, Alia found herself singing and laughing for the first time in many years. Gideon was kind and considerate, and showered her with small, thoughtful gifts, such as taking away her harp to have it restrung, or giving her a bouquet of yellow daisies and wild heather he’d picked for her in the nearby meadow.

      Strong and masculine, his muscled body always alert when he accompanied her on their morning rides, he never failed to show her the utmost courtesy. She was beginning to believe his words that he did cherish her.

      But he could never love her. She found herself wondering what unique and special woman had quietly claimed his heart and his loyalty.

      And he didn’t promise to stay with her. Perhaps he planned to fulfill his marital obligations, get her with child, and then return to his world, his people.

      How could she assassinate this Fae? He was not dark and evil as her father had indicated. The Unseelie were not her enemy as she’d been told growing up.

      I could fall in love with you, Gideon.

      In bed, he exercised a furious control, his lovemaking at times wild and uninhibited. Though she’d seen him break a stone with his hands when he helped her garden, he displayed none of that brutal strength with her, only gentleness.

      Gideon insisted on cooking breakfast for her each morning. One day he made eggs scrambled with hard cheese. Fresh fruit that the fairies had picked that morning sat on a wood bowl on the table.

      He’d winked as he served her. A man serving a woman! Such an event had seldom happened in her father’s kingdom, not in many years, she suspected.

      Each afternoon he left when the nobles presented themselves to the king. Today, as she’d done all week during his five-hour absence, she left the manor with a pack slung over her back. Alia walked to the colony of wilding Fae. Sunlight dappled the thick tree limbs draping over the tiny shacks. Most of the occupants were in the forest, foraging for berries and wild honey they could sell in town, their only means of earning income to buy the food their children needed.

      At the cottage near the edge of the colony, she knocked softly. This time, the door opened. A tall, blonde woman stood inside, her cheeks hollow, her expression brightening as the worn blue gaze swept over Alia.

      She hugged her tight, and Alia released a sigh of pure relief. “Mother.”

      Her mother was alert and aware, not sunk into a deep depression. Today was a good day.

      They went into the tiny living room and sat on the dusty sofa. Alia removed the pack. “More books from the library.”

      Brianna’s eyes lit up, and then they creased with worry. “You’ll get into trouble.”

      “No one in that court reads anymore, Mother. These are mine, given to me by Oren.” A small smile curved her lips. “All I had to do was complain that my room in the palace was being used as a storage area for books and they piled more inside. I had the servants bring them from the castle to my new home. They even brought over the old history books. Gideon enjoys reading those.”

      Brianna touched a leather-bound cover with a finger. “Is all well in your marriage, my daughter?”

      “He is good to me. So very good.” She slid her palm over her mother’s cold hand. “Soon things in this kingdom will change.”

      “They will never change.”

      Bitterness tinged her mother’s voice. Alia squeezed her hand. “You must have faith. I do.”

      Even as she spoke, her heart twisted. Gideon was a good man, and she was charged with killing him to start a war. There had to be another way.

      Brianna gave her an arch look. “Do you trust your husband with all your secrets, Alia? Does he know you’re a warrior trained by her own brother? Would you tell him?”

      Eventually. “I haven’t much time,” she said, evading the question. “I brought you supplies and some of the red wine you love.”

      After bringing the pack into the kitchen, she hugged her mother again. “Don’t give everything away,” she told her, knowing Brianna would share it with all her hungry neighbors.

      Brianna’s expression softened. “I don’t have to this time. Gideon has been coming here each day with fresh vegetables, meat and milk. He visits here each afternoon before returning home to you. He reads to the little ones as well.”

      Stunned, she stared at her mother. “He did not tell me.”

      “He wants to keep it as a surprise when you make your monthly visit here. He told us he wants us all to wear the new clothing he brought to us and have all the children fattened up. Your delight will be his greatest reward.”

      “But where is he getting the food?”

      Laughter bubbled from Brianna’s lips, such a sweet sound Alia had not heard in months. “He smuggles it from the palace kitchen with Ariel’s help. And then he covers the deed with glamour so it looks as if the king’s own pantry is stocked.”

      Mother and daughter shared a laugh, and then Brianna sobered. “Alia, my dearest girl, you have managed to marry the only decent male Fae in the kingdom. My joy would be complete if your sister were safe.” A sob fled her mother. Brianna buried her face into her hands. “If my baby becomes a slave, I will die. I cannot bear it!”

      Two lives, not one, would be lost. Alyssa would never survive the daily beatings and torment suffered by sexual slaves. She was only six.

      Dryness coated her throat as she helplessly patted her mother’s arm. “Alyssa will not be enslaved. I will do everything I can to prevent this.”

      Brianna raised her tear-streaked face. Fragile, so very fragile, this woman who had birthed her, who taught her to sing and laugh in a kingdom that saw little of either these dark days. “Alia, beware Oren’s reach. It spreads further each day and the evil grows. Once he was a good, just king. Now only corruption and greed rules him. I know not where he gets his power, but there are whispers among the fairies that he is draining the Fae.”

      “The men will not capitulate as easily as we did,” she mused.

      Brianna looked haunted. “Do not blame yourself, daughter. You did as your heart told you, to save a woman who could not be saved. If only Alyssa could be saved as well!”

      Hating the distress flaring on Brianna’s face, Alia kissed her mother on the cheek. “Please, mother, return to your books. I know how much studying gives you pleasure. I must practice.”

      A few minutes later, she was in the square arena fashioned from rough pine bark and dug out of the earth. Dressed in a forest green tunic, brown leggings and soft brown boots, her hair tied back with a leather strip, she stared at the target in front of her. Alia removed an arrow from the quiver attached to her back and readied her bow.

      The arrow sang through the air, hitting dead center.

      She kept shooting arrows, one after another, and then moved the target back from fifty to one hundred and fifty yards. Alia released the arrow and it thudded into the hay-filled target dead center.

      She released a breath. Keen Fae eyesight kept her eye on the target, but she wasn’t certain how well she’d hold up against a moving enemy. Her brother Mauricio had trained with her as much as he’d dared, but lately Oren had sent spies against his heir after noticing the crown prince liked to vanish during certain times of the day.

      She shot another arrow, and heard a sound from behind the trees. Alia looked up to see Silvia step out into the open.

      “I’d hoped you’d be here. I left word with Mother to have you meet me, but I wasn’t certain if you were ready.” Alia pulled the arrow out of the bulls-eye and moved the target to ten yards. “Do you wish to learn to shoot?”

      “Women are forbidden from having weapons.”

      “Then how else are we to defend ourselves?” Alia asked.

      Silvia looked downcast, but took the extra bow and quiver Alia found for her hidden in the compartment beneath the earth. They worked together for an hour, Alia encouraging her friend and praising her each time the arrow hit the target.

      Silvia sighed as they put away the weapons. “I will never shoot as well as you, Alia. Perhaps if I put the likeness of the king on this target.”

      “I dare not. The only safeguard for our practice area is that the king might think it one used by the men in his regiment to keep the wilding Fae in line.”

      Silvia sneered. “Oren doesn’t have a working brain cell. He would never suspect. He’s too busy with indulging his vices.”

      She walked with Silvia back to the cottage where her friend had taken refuge since the rape in the king’s dungeon. They hugged.

      “If there is anything you need, let me know. I wish I could have provided better housing for you, but in time, I shall,” Alia told her friend.

      Something flickered in Silvia’s eyes. “You’re too good, Alia. If your husband wants to take you away to his father’s kingdom, I’d go.”

      And then she went into her cottage, shutting the door behind her.

      Alia changed her clothing at her mother’s cottage and then walked back to the manor. Gideon would be home soon.

      She sat in the garden on the stone bench, watching the butterflies hover around the purple and yellow wildflowers near the fountain. She wished she could trust Gideon fully. Maybe they could work together to find a solution to the kingdom’s woes. But if she dared to tell him the truth, her little sister might die.

      Alyssa was being held in the king’s keep, a tower designed once to shelter women during times of war. Now it held children before they were sold off to slavery. Impenetrable, guarded by Oren’s magick, only Lord Ekim could free Alyssa.

      I’ll tell Gideon. Maybe he can enlist his father’s help. But what if Oren discovers the plot and slays Alyssa before anyone can touch him?

      The king would think little of slaughtering a youngest daughter to safeguard his own hide.

      Only the goddess Danu and the Crimson Wizard had enough power to kill Oren right now, before the king was using his powers to fight in a war. The Crimson Wizard, with his indifference to the sufferings of the Summer Kingdom, would not do the deed.

      The only solution was war.

      Suddenly the birds in the forest stopped singing, and the entire forest grew still and quiet. Little hairs rose on the back of Alia’s nape.

      Something approached.

      Gathering her courage, she scanned the grounds. Not even a friendly sprite fluttered near the water fountain, which had stopped moving.

      Powerful magick to cause such distress in water.

      Stomach knotting, she wished for a weapon.

      A horse’s hooves thundered on the dirt road leading to the cottage. Visitors. But her tension increased. Only one person would have good reason to visit her while she was alone, and that person would know her husband was at court.

      She walked around the side of the cottage to see Lord Ekim slide off his mount, tie the reins tight to the fence. Too tight, for the poor, lathered animal could not drink from the water trough set there.

      Alia went to the horse and untied the reins, letting the grateful animal drink. She shot the silent lord a troubled look. Ekim had never been cruel to his horses. He cherished them as she cherished and tended the flowers in the garden.

      Something must be wrong.

      “Why do you risk coming here?” she asked. “Gideon will be home soon.”

      “The nobles are delayed in court in a meeting with the king. I came to give you the means to kill your husband.”

      He handed her a silver knife, gleaming in the afternoon sun. She went to test the tip and he seized her wrist. “Careful, princess. You don’t want to do that. Only Prince Gideon’s blood should stain the blade.”

      The Fae’s grin seemed off somehow as he took the dagger from her and sheathed it in a leather scabbard. He had a dank air about him, like a moldy closet. As he handed her the scabbard with the blade safely tucked inside, his hand shook visibly.

      “Are you well, Lord Ekim?”

      “Fine,” he snapped. “Never mind me.”

      Then he scrubbed a shaky hand over the bristles on his jaw. He looked disheveled as well, as if he’d been up all night.

      “Do it, Alia.” And suddenly his voice sounded normal, but weary. “We cannot survive another year with your father in power. He is killing the kingdom.”

      She knew, and this was the truest reason why she’d agreed to this horrible deed. But that had been before she’d gotten to know Gideon, felt the pleasure of his touch in their bed, warmed to the respect and compassion he showed her, and laughed at his mischievous streak.

      He was a person now, not a phantom nightmare from the Winter Kingdom who should be eliminated.

      Alia’s stomach clenched with revulsion. “I can’t do this,” she told him. “We must find another way to topple my father from the throne and ease the troubles of the kingdom.”

      “There is no other way. Prince Gideon must die so others may live.”

      “Why can’t we find another way?” she cried out. “I cannot kill him. He is a good man, not our enemy.”

      Ekim’s gaze stroked over the blade she held in its leather sheath. “Eventually peace for all when the heirs assume the thrones. Do you not wish Mauricio to rule?”

      Her dear brother would make a wonderful king. But the price was too high. “There must be another way.”

      The man’s features were cold, his eyes black ice. “There is not. Do it, princess.”

      “Gideon will not easily die. He is a powerful Fae.” She thought fast. “If I stab him with this dagger and he does not die, the Winter King will still declare war and wish for blood from my father. And you will achieve your goal.”

      She locked gazes with the Fae, noting his red-rimmed eyes. The Lord of the Keep looked ragged, as if he had not slept in days. “Do I have your word that if I stab Gideon and give you the blade stained with his blood, but he does not die, that you will use your influence to free my sister?”

      Something flickered behind his eyes. “Yes, you have my word.”

      As the tightness in her chest eased with the breath she released, he smiled. “But he is not invincible, Lady Alia.”

      Lord Ekim pointed to a patch of bright blue sky showed through the thick tree canopy sheltering their home. “Even Dark Fae princes like Gideon can die. You have ten days. Stab your husband and stain the dagger I gave you with his blood or your sister will perish in the slave pits.”

      

      The next day, Gideon decided on a picnic lunch in the Fae neutral territory. Alia had grown more relaxed a week after their wedding. Yet since his return yesterday, she’d turned tense and quiet. Even their lovemaking had a different tone.

      He hoped an outing would cheer her. Gideon wasn’t certain what went through her mind, but he suspected something deeply troubled her.

      The town of Cantabria was picturesque and peaceful. Though he had not ventured here since the day when had Aloke had killed Eleanor, he knew it was the only place where he and Alia could have privacy.

      When he and Eleanor had met secretly in this territory, the town had no name. One hundred years ago, a Seelie noble coaxed King Oren and King Byrne to each surrender a mile of their territory for the neutral space. The noble named the town Cantabria in honor of his mate.

      Gideon ordered the servants to pack a large hamper filled with fresh bread, fruit and roasted chicken. He dressed in a forest green and earth brown tunic and leggings, soft leather boots and a wide belt of leather. On the belt he hung his dagger. Then he tied his long hair back with a leather thong. Though weapons were frowned upon in the neutral territory, he felt an instinctive need to protect his wife.

      Gideon strapped a long, silver sword to his back, a weapon gifted by the King after Gideon had given him a potion to increase his sexual drive.

      The potion, he’d warned an eager Oren, only worked with women who wished to lie with him. The thought of Oren having sex made him want to retch, but better a willing partner than an unwilling one.

      When Alia emerged from the bedroom, she took his breath away. She had discarded her usual gowns for a tunic of umber and red, and red leggings. The leggings showed off the curves of her calves and thighs. Her dark hair was unbound, but she’d added a clip of fire rubies that sparkled with fairy light.

      He whistled and she blushed, and smiled at him. “I wanted to be comfortable.”

      “I like your idea of comfortable.” He gave an impish grin. “Though I must admit when you wear your gowns, and nothing beneath, you greatly tempt me to indulge my husbandly duties.”

      A deeper flush suffused her cheeks. Alia glanced at the bedroom again. “I greatly enjoy it when you do so.”

      Tempted to take her back there and show her yet another way he could coax those pretty screams of his name from her throat, he studied her hair. Lovemaking would wait until tonight. Anticipation made the act sweeter and richer. “You wear Ariel’s wedding gift. She will be quite pleased.”

      Alia smiled and touched the butterfly clip. “It’s so pretty and the only jewelry I have for my hair.”

      Gideon made a note to ask Ariel to gather more fairy fire rubies.

      Alia glanced around. “How will we get there? Horses?”

      His mouth quirked upward. “I thought of a more enjoyable method.”

      Clapping his hands, he watched the skies. Two eagles landed in front of him and spread their wings. He’d sent for them from the Winter Kingdom.

      Alia shot him a dubious look. “Seriously? I am a trifle heavy, though I have considered doing Fae Weight Droppers.”

      “You are perfect. I fully enjoy your curves.” His heated gaze swept her from head to toe and she colored again, this time her pink mouth parting as if in invitation.

      Gideon murmured an ancient phrase and the eagles increased to the size of large draft horses. Alia laughed with delight.

      “Oh, I have never seen such magick!”

      He smiled. “Being a Dark Fae has its advantages when it comes to transportation. These raptors are common in the Winter Kingdom. They can fly virtually unnoticed and increase in size to transport us when we need them.”

      After loading the picnic basket on the back of one eagle with leather straps, he helped Alia mount the smaller eagle. Then he climbed on the larger one, and instructed her to hold onto the raptor’s feathers.

      The eagles rose into the air. They soared over the Summer Kingdom, the castle glittering in the sunlight with its diamond and sapphire turrets.

      They flew until landing at the very edge of the neutral territory at the river’s edge. After dismounting, they waved at the eagles, which flew off.

      At a small shop on the outskirts of the neutral territory, they bought a large wedge of Brie and a bottle of a tangy fruit wine Alia professed to like.

      Gideon chose a quiet spot by Mirror Lake in the sloping meadow that marched up the mountain. He snapped out the red blanket and they sat and opened the hamper.

      It was a simple meal, but he much preferred it to the rich, exotic dishes of the king’s table. And the company was far better. Gideon watched Alia sigh with pleasure as she sipped the red wine and ate a raspberry. He couldn’t imagine not spending time with her.

      Sooner or later, he must hurt her with the truth.

      But the day was filled with sunshine and the bright blue, cloudless sky, and he wanted to relax and enjoy it for once.

      Gideon broke off a piece of orange. He ate half and then fed the rest to his bride and then kissed her, tasting the sweetness on her lips.

      Today wasn’t for hot, sweaty sex, but the sheer pleasure of her company. Gideon sensed she needed a welcome break.

      Her lovely face wreathed in a wide smile, Alia gazed around the verdant field, the snow-dusted jagged mountains and the lake sparkling beneath the yellow sun. “It’s so peaceful here. You can almost imagine being anyone or anything. No fears or worries about etiquette, or politics.”

      After eating, he stretched out and listened as she sang.

      “Your voice is sweet as the wine, but I fear if I lie here like a slug, I shall fall asleep. Let’s walk.”

      Alia brightened. “I’d like that.”

      Taking her hand, he chose a mountain path that led closer to the lake. The narrow path through the meadow snaked up the mountain to the stone wall and the ruins of a cottage where he’d once kissed a princess with laughing eyes and a sweet soul.

      They would not venture near that honored place today.

      But when they came to the fork in the path, Alia made a right turn, heading upward. The path took them past a field of bright pink and yellow wildflowers.

      If they kept walking this way, they’d arrive at the ruins. Alarm filled him. Gideon gently clasped her wrist. “Shall we walk the other way? The lake is lovely this time of day.”

      Alia threw him a quick, startled look, but took his hand and began walking back to the picnic site.

      His relief was fleeting, for she suddenly wrenched her hand free and ran toward the ruins.

      No. He raced after her, but Alia seemed determined, almost hypnotized as she scurried up the pathway. He caught up to her a few yards from the tumbledown stone cottage.

      Heart hardened, he scowled. No one ever visited here. Gideon had spell cast the area to keep out intruders. Every month, Ariel and her guard visited, lovingly tending the spot and ensuring the shy purple pansies and pink violets always bloomed.

      Eleanor had adored wildflowers in these mountains.

      He had buried her here, where she could overlook the sweeping valley and the vista of green marching down to the mirrored lake and the mountains she had loved. He’d chosen the stone cottage where they had shared joyful, brief kisses, never consummating their love.

      No one came here but those he allowed. He had seen to it.

      Seemingly transfixed, Alia pushed on and then touched the wall. “This place, it’s so sad.” She whirled, her expression stricken. “There’s an underlying joy with the melancholy. Someone is buried here.”

      Jaw tight, he nodded. “It is a sacred place.”

      Alia blinked hard, as if trying to hold back tears. She seldom cried, his Fae bride. But she looked ready to weep now.

      His arms automatically reached out to give comfort. Gideon gathered her against his chest, stroking her hair and murmuring reassurances, even though his anger was a sharp blade.

      Releasing her, he walked around the cottage to control his raging emotions, reassured that only nature had continued leaving its mark upon the ruins. No Fae had been here, no laughing couples to use the shelter to seal their love bonds.

      “Who was she?” Alia asked, her voice a broken whisper.

      Gideon walked over and sat on his haunches by the simple rock marker, wind, rain and time having erased the single name carved upon the stone a millennia ago. “Her name was Eleanor.”

      “Like the song.” Alia’s mouth gave a tremulous wobble. She shook her head, as if filled with disbelief. “Is that why you wept at the song on our wedding day?”

      He hesitated. She deserves to know the truth. Telling her risked everything. He would tell her before Danu dropped the glamour and revealed everything to the Fae. But not now. Too much was at risk, and most of all, he could not guarantee her safety if she knew he was the Crimson Wizard, for he lacked sufficient magick to protect her.

      And he must protect her, and keep her safe. Gideon had failed with Eleanor, but vowed he would not do so with Alia.

      “Yes, that is one reason. It is a song filled with sorrow,” he finally answered.

      “I can see the shadows in your eyes that sing of ancient hurts, and remembered joy. I feel there is something more.” A little frown dented her forehead. “But I cannot understand what it is.”

      How Alia knew what this place meant to him, and why, was something to ponder later. “The song does not give justice to the real story, which the Fae of the Winter Kingdom know well. Eleanor had a gentle, kind heart, a soul of pure innocence and joy. She died in her twenty-first year.”

      “She was murdered. Most cruelly, by the one she trusted from birth, the father she loved and adored.” Alia put a hand to her white, slender throat and then closed her eyes. She wrapped her arms around herself. “Let us leave this place, Gideon. I hate seeing the sadness in your eyes and how this place of sorrow pierces your heart with grief.”

      No one had cared about his concerns in centuries. Accustomed to taking care of all others, he allowed himself this small luxury.

      She went to a small white flower, picked it and laid it upon the grass before the stone. “So the seeds will bring life where once was death.”

      A cold shiver raced down his spine. He had heard Eleanor speak those same words once, here in this very place. Was Alia absorbing ancient memories from simply being here? How would she know Eleanor had been betrayed and killed by her own father?

      “Where did you learn that?” he demanded.

      Confusion filled her expression. Alia blinked, then looked down at her hands. “I don’t know. It seemed the right thing to say.”

      He seized her chin between thumb and forefinger, forcing her to meet his hypnotic gaze. As she remained spellbound, unable to move, Gideon gathered his dark magick, sending tendrils of wispy gray smoke into the air. They curled sinuously over to Alia, and she inhaled the magick.

      It was fairly mild as dark Fae magick, but would trigger her to speak the truth.

      His voice deepened an octave. “Why are you saying things my beloved Eleanor once uttered?”

      Alia stared into his eyes, then shadows gathered in her gaze. She spoke in a faraway tone. “Search your heart Gideon, and you will discover the truth.”

      Frustrated, he dropped his hand. Either his Dark Fae magick was weak or her will was far stronger.

      He took her hand and Alia seemed to come out of her trance. Her mouth wobbled. “Please, can we leave this place?”

      Giving one last look at the grave, he tugged her down the pathway. They walked down back to the picnic spot. Neither spoke until reaching the hamper and the bright red blanket.

      As she went to gather the items, he waved a hand. “Leave them. I shall have Ariel send servants to clean up later. I want to show you the town.”

      An urgent need came over him to enjoy her company and partake in normal activities. The odd scene at the stone cottage left him deeply unsettled.

      It was a half mile walk to town, and along the way, Gideon pointed out the various rowan trees with markings made by Fae making wishes over the centuries. Some were for peace, others for potency in lovemaking and more than a few were to find a lost love.

      Alia sighed as they passed a rowan tree covered with etchings and initials. “I believe my father and mother once came here, and he carved her name upon one such tree. It was long ago, before I was born. I would like to believe the story, and that it is not legend.”

      The town appeared deserted when they reached it. No shouts of Fae hawking wares or giggles of children playing. The two-story cream and brown buildings that housed villagers were shuttered, the flowers in the red window boxes dried or dead.

      Unease shot through him. There was a heaviness in the air, a thick, surly rot.

      Darkness lingered in the streets, deep shadows where once sunlight sparkled. Gideon touched the earthen wall of a tavern. Screams echoed in his mind, raising the hairs on his nape.

      Alia’s breath hitched. “Gideon, what is that?”

      He turned in the direction of her pointing finger. Two doors away, a thick spider web of white lines spread on the cream-colored walls of an apartment building. Nostrils flaring, he headed toward the building. The stench of acid, wet decay and rotting flesh slapped into him. Dark Fae power hummed inside him, an instinctive reaction to the new threat.

      Glancing down, he saw his hands glittering with pure energy.

      “Stay back,” he ordered Alia. “Don’t touch the walls or any of that white substance.”

      The ugly white lines scared her, but judging from the distraught way she regarded him, so did the power radiating from him. Backing up, she threw out her hands. “Gideon, you’re glowing. Why?”

      He hastened to reassure her. “My powers as a Dark Fae prince are surging.” He caught up to her, encircling her slender waist with his arms so the warm pulse of his magick poured into her as well. Perhaps his magick would shield her as well from this new, dangerous threat.

      She sighed and rested her head against his shoulder. “I wish I had such abilities. My magick is weak compared to yours.”

      Yet even as she spoke, he sensed an equal hum inside her, as if something long dormant had come come to life when his Dark Fae powers touched her. Gideon slid a hand around her nape, caressing the silken hairs there. “You do, Alia. A powerful magick I can’t pinpoint. It appears at the most unusual times.”

      And it seems to respond to me.

      She lifted her gaze to his. “When it is most needed. And when you are near.”

      It could be from their bonding in the flesh. Yet Gideon sensed something deeper was at work here, and he suspected the goddess had a hand in it.

      Alia pointed to the buildings, where the white lines seemed to spread even as they looked. “What is it?”

      Gideon rubbed his cheek against the silky mass of her hair, much as his friend Kieran rubbed against the tall pine tree where he liked to lie at night. “I don’t know, but it’s putrid and infectious. And it’s spreading. It could carry on the wind. We must leave.”

      Arm in arm, they walked past the butcher’s shop, and the apartments that housed the town inhabitants. Fiercely glad the townspeople had fled this disease, he was startled to see a tall man and a woman at the town’s edge.

      Gideon started to reach for the sword strapped to his back when he caught a familiar, dear scent, and the woman’s face came into clear view. Suspicion turned into pure joy. He tugged Alia with him, running to greet the woman.

      “Mara!”

      Dropping Alia’s hand, he reached out to hug his sister. His only living, close relative who had survived the brutality of the Fae Wars after Eleanor had died.

      Alarm flared on her face. Mara backed away. “No, Gideon!”

      She dropped her glamour. Horrified he saw the same white lines snaking around her face, covering the scars she always covered with Fae magick. “Don’t touch me. I haven’t yet cleansed myself and I don’t want you falling ill to this.”

      The man beside her also dropped his glamour and the same white lines appeared on his face, only these were heavier.

      Searching their bodies, seeing the lines on every exposed inch of their flesh, he understood. “You’re cleansing the town.”

      Mara’s magick had always proven healing and powerful.

      “Patrick is helping me to eradicate the infection from Cantabria.” Mara looked with affection at the tall, golden-haired Fae.

      “It is futile, for each time we succeed in pushing it back, the next evening it grows stronger.” Patrick had a deep, lilting voice, pure as a stream of gushing water.

      Gideon studied the man, pleased at how his sister regarded Patrick.

      “You’re Patrick Harris, the fabled singer.” Gideon automatically stuck out a hand, and withdrew it.

      The other Fae grinned. “I will shake your hand when I am free of this muck. Yes, that’s me.”

      “Patrick discovered his voice can absorb the infection. When he sings, the fungus turns to powder and dies,” Mara told him.

      “Quite a talent,” Gideon murmured.  He drew Alia forward. “This is my bride, Princess Alia of the summer kingdom, daughter of King Oren.”

      Shock touched Mara’s expression, but she quickly recovered. She curtseyed and Patrick bowed, murmuring greetings to Alia.

      “Thank you for cleansing the town.” Alia’s gaze remained steady. “Are the people all safe?”

      “All those who survived have left,” Mara said.

      He looked up and down the streets, seeing more of the sticky substance on walls and the cobblestone street itself. “What is this?”

      “Near as we can figure out, a manifestation of evil. It began when someone from the Summer Kingdom came here to spend the night,” Patrick said.

      Mara nodded at Patrick. “We come here every other day to measure the growth of the fungus and absorb the evil. To make sure the spores we absorbed are totally destroyed, we swim in Mirror Lake. So far, it’s worked, but the evil in the town keeps growing, and we can’t stop the spread.”

      Patrick, his rugged body seemingly hewn from sheer muscle, frowned. “The townspeople fled more than a month ago when the fungus first appeared. Ten died. They shuttered their homes and businesses and fled to the Mystic Mountain.”

      Alia gave a delicate shudder. “It’s a frozen wasteland up there.”

      “Better to freeze than die from acid ropes sinking into your bare skin.” Maya gave her an arch look. “Your lily white skin would not last a minute.”

      “Mara, be nice,” Patrick chided.

      “Does the fungus affect fairies as well?” At Mara’s nod, he realized Ariel and her companions could not venture here. He would not risk it, even in daylight.

      Gideon felt a great need to leave this place. He took Alia’s arm. “We will accompany you as far as the path to the lake, but then we must return.”

      “Best you be on your way before night falls,” Patrick warned. He looked at the sun’s arc of descent in the sky. “Dusk will be here soon. The evil spreads quickly at night.”

      They walked in silence, but Mara touched her mind to his.

      “What are you doing here, brother? Your aura is dim. Are you here to rid the town of this evil? I sense a great void in you.”

      He nearly laughed. “Danu removed my Crimson Wizard powers. I have only dark magick. All others but you and Ariel see me as an Unseelie prince.”

      Strings of curses echoed in his mind, and sharp worry accommodated them. “Gideon! You must beware. It is far too dangerous! Why are you bringing the Summer King’s daughter here?”

      “Calm down. She is my bride.”

      A humorless laugh from Maia. “I heard rumors of a prince marrying the youngest daughter of Oren. Is this part of the punishment?”

      His mind flickered to the exquisite, intense sex they’d shared only this morning. “If it is, it is the most pleasant punishment Danu could heap upon me. I could do with much more.”

      “Be serious, brother. How long will this last?”

      “I know not. Tell me about what is happening here.”

      Mara glanced at Patrick, who began talking with Alia and asking her questions about life in the Summer Court. Gideon let them walk ahead, and Mara dropped back to join him. He rubbed his temples. Telepathic communication had been easy as the Crimson Wizard, but it taxed him as a Dark Fae.

      “We were visiting here three weeks ago,” Mara told him. “Patrick had a concert, and we arrived at dawn to get the amphitheater ready. The commissioner in charge of entertainment failed to meet us at the scheduled time. We went to his house and he was dead.”

      Mara looked over her shoulder and shuddered. “The fungus had begun at his house. He lived next to the amphitheater. I sensed that whoever wished this to infect the town wanted it to spread rapidly, through those attending the concert. If not for Patrick singing an enchanted song, it would have quickly spread.”

      Patrick, he remembered, was an ancient Fae whose magick rested in his voice and his ability to drive away evil and heal the sick. The purity of the notes charmed the goddess herself.

      “We rounded up as many as we could and sent them north. Some wished to stay. Those were the ones who fell ill and died horribly. Every day since we have returned, always during the day, and touch the buildings as Patrick sings.” Mara sighed. “It’s horrible, Gideon. In all my centuries of living I have never seen such virulent disease that cannot be eradicated. It looks harmless by day but if you touch it, it clings to your skin. One victim discovered too late that only the sacred lake can cleanse the evil and you must do it before nightfall. She died, screaming in pain as the fungus turned into acid, sinking into her skin.”

      Gideon quickened his pace. The news troubled him on a deeper level, for as the Crimson Wizard, he should have detected this evil. “Why would I not have heard of this? I had no knowledge of this disease. I could have acted quickly, helped you and Patrick with my powers before Danu removed them.”

      “That is what makes this evil so strong. It’s subtle, hard to detect because it looks natural and from the earth. Then it spreads like wildfire and then the putrid essence cannot be hidden.” Maria held out her hands. “We would not have been aware of it either if we had not gone to find the commissioner. Something is cloaking this evil, something powerful and not solely Fae. Stronger.”

      He’d suspected as much in his dealings with the king’s court since his marriage. “I am helpless to aid you, sister. I am not the wizard I once was.” He hated being this powerless, seeing suffering and evil and not having the necessary magick to cleanse it.

      Mara gave him a steady look as they cleared the town and walked on the path down to the lake. “Maybe she took away your Crimson Wizard powers to make you stronger. You’re evolving, Gideon. You have been for a while now, only you’re unaware of the subtle changes. You’ve become stronger.”

      Mara was the only immediate family who had survived the Fae War. In her seventeen hundred years, she had seen and experienced much. He trusted her insight.

      They reached the top of the hill that ended at Mirror Lake. Patrick pointed to the shining surface of the water in the nearby distance. “Hurry. At this pace, we’ll never make it.”

      Gideon felt his stomach knot. “My magick is insufficient in this place.”

      “Ours as well,” Maria said.

      For the first time, he felt real fear, not for himself, but for the women at his side. Bred into his blood and bones was the instinct to protect and defend women. It’s what made it impossible for him to understand what path Oren had taken.

      “We will make it if we slide,” Alia said.

      “Down that?” Patrick frowned. “Impossible.”

      “I once slid down this very hill in winter, in a saucer limed with fairy magick. It was fun and very fast. I wish we could do so now.” Alia sighed.

      Suddenly the rough, gravel pathway leading down to the lake became smooth and slick with ice and snow. Four saucers, as big as carriage wheels, appeared before them. Fairy dust glittered around them.

      Gideon’s breath caught. Such powerful magic created this. Had his powers returned? He flicked out a hand to summon an energy bolt. Nothing.

      Suspicion grew as he regarded Alia, her eyes large as the saucers before them. “How did this happen?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m going.” Mara sat in one of the saucers. “Come on!”

      They did the same and with a push of their hands, were sailing off down the hill.  Wind whipped his long hair, rippled his clothing. Gideon grinned. He had not had this much fun in a long time.

      Alia laughed, an enchanting sound. To his astonishment, Mara laughed as well. His heart turned over. He had not heard his sister laugh with such pure delight in centuries.

      They arrived a few feet short of the lake’s bank. Alia stood, brushing at her trousers and the pathway turned back to normal, the saucers vanishing.

      It could have been Alia’s magick, triggered by desperation. She was the king’s daughter. Yet the fairy dust beneath the saucers had glowed red. Red like his Crimson Wizard magick.

      Impossible.

      “How did you do that?” Mara demanded.

      A pink flush tinted Alia’s cheeks. “Perhaps I gained a little of Gideon’s dark magick when we consummated our marriage.”

      Perhaps. But he doubted his Dark Fae magick was that powerful. The greater threat still lingered, for after seeing the fungus in the town, he knew it would not take long to spread.

      “Where will you both go from here?” Gideon looked at the rose and pink hues dusting the sky near the mountains. Twilight was descending fast.

      “There is a shelter near here where we stay.” Patrick squinted at the setting sun. “You’ll never make it back on time. The roads are too dangerous, even if you have swift steeds and a good carriage.”

      “We’re not going by carriage,” Alia said serenely.

      Gideon whistled loudly and the two raptors that had flown them to Cantabria appeared in the sky. The eagles landed, and he and Alia climbed onto their backs, bidding goodbye to Mara and Patrick.

      As they rode the eagles back to their home in the Summer Kingdom, Gideon looked down and saw the white fungus covering the town. When they cleared the town, he let out a breath of relief.

      Soon, when they went to the Winter Kingdom, he’d seek more answers from the Unseelie king.
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      Two nights before they were to journey to the Winter Kingdom in their first visit as husband and wife, King Oren invited them to a banquet.

      She hated these formal dinners. Alia would have been blissful preparing a simple meal at home instead of sitting at the long table, her rear sore from the hard wood seat.

      It was a splendid repast, but she might as well have eaten dirt. Tension knotted her stomach. She had three days until she must kill Gideon and help start a war that would free her people.

      But was war the answer? Before her marriage, she’d seen the bloodshed as necessary for eradicating a feudal system gone awry. Now she was not certain.

      The thought of taking a blade and stabbing her husband filled her with grief. Yet if she did not, Alyssa would be sold into slavery, and her little sister would die, for she was too fragile.

      Then there was the odd matter of her magick in the neutral territory. Her magick had always been flickering, like candlelight. Now it seemed to grow as much as an inferno, and she could feel it inside, pushing to be freed.

      Only when she made love with Gideon did she feel the magick ease a little, as if she shared more than her body with her husband.

      Gazing around the table, she studied the various nobles. Many wore heavy silver chains with crystal ball pendants the size of a marble. Alia studied the jewelry and her shoulders sagged with relief.

      Finally, a solution to killing Gideon. The crystal ball would protect him. She would give him one tomorrow.

      Waiting until the king’s attention was engaged elsewhere, she politely excused herself to visit the restroom, and then scurried outside to the royal forgery. The smithy in charge was an old friend, and promised to have the necklace delivered to her by dawn tomorrow.

      Upon her return to the table, Alia tried to focus on the meal and the polite small talk made by the ten fairies and ten Fae who were her ladies-in-waiting at court. After they served dessert and Oren seemed to be restless, Gideon stood and sketched a polite bow to the king.

      Sitting where she was, she could not hear his words, but reasoned he gained permission to leave. Gideon walked down the length of the table to pause beside her. Alia’s skin tingled with very female awareness. Gideon was all hardness and male heat, skin stretched tight over pure muscle. With arrogant assurance she would obey, he held out his hand to her.

      For a moment, she was tempted to ignore it. Let him know he was not her master.

      “Come, Lady Alia.”

      “The night is still young.” She sipped her wine.

      He took the glass from her hand and set it down. Then he whispered into her ear. “I need to leave this foul place and return home to make love with my sweet wife.”

      Gideon’s voice was pure music, a gentle brush of deep notes, his words arousing her.

      A sharp, almost unbearable ache hurt her chest. She must never let him realize he held that kind of power over her.

      Why could you not be a right bastard? Ridicule me, flaunt your power over me before the others, and beat me as the other lords do to their wives? Then I could sink my dagger into you without guilt.

      Alia pushed back her chair and took Gideon’s hand. She inclined her head in respect to the king, wishing her other hand held a dagger to throw at his dead, blackened heart.

      Gideon said nothing as they walked to the outer courtyard. Servants brought out their horses. Once outside the castle, Alia breathed in the fresh air. The atmosphere inside the palace was thick with sultry oppression. She’d noticed it more and more time she spent outside her father’s court.

      Clouds scudded across the night sky, blotting out the moonlight and the cold, glittering stars as they rode home.

      Suddenly Gideon brought his horse to a stop.

      She did as well and turned to him. “What is it?”

      Tilting his head, he seemed to listen to something riding the night wind. “A faint cry. Do you hear it?”

      She heard nothing but the sigh of the breeze rustling through the leaves and tree limbs.

      “A child in distress.” Gideon pointed to the houses nestled on the edge of the misty forest. The homes served as the quarters of the lesser Fae who served the nobles who circulated on the court’s outer fringes.

      They reached there in minutes and dismounted and then went on foot. At the second stone house, silent and dark, Gideon paused. He withdrew the dagger at the sheath belted to his waist. “Remain here.”

      “Not if there is a child in distress.” Alia went to the door, listened. “You’ll scare him.”

      Gideon splayed a palm against the scarred wood of the door. “Who lives here?”

      “Her name is Sorcha. She is a scullery maid in the kitchen. I have not seen her in a few days.”

      Real fear skidded along her spine. Sorcha had only last month attracted the unwanted attentions of a powerful nobleman who found favor with King Oren. Alia had planned to shuttle her away before the noble could make her into his mistress, but Sorcha was loath to leave the castle grounds for the unknown.

      Gideon must not know of her secret network of aid stretching across the kingdom to hide Fae women in distress.

      They opened the door and walked inside.

      Dark as pitch, the interior smelled dank and rotting with misuse. Gideon released a sharp breath and hurried to the corner.

      She blinked hard, and threw open a shutter to allow in moonbeams. And then she saw what he did, and a blade sank into her heart.

      “Theo,” she whispered. “Oh goddess, sweetie, how long have you been here?”

      The child crouching in the corner like a frightened, wild animal, did not respond. Black hair cut short, she shivered as she squeezed himself against the wall, as if trying to become invisible.

      Gideon squatted and held out a hand. “Come, Theo. I will not hurt you.”

      “His real name is Theodosia. He is a girl, Sorcha’s daughter.” Alia joined Gideon, stretching out her hand. “It’s all right, sweetheart.”

      Even her gentlest tone could not tear the child from the safety of the corner. Gideon’s mouth flattened. “Why the disguise?”

      “Boy Fae are more precious and more likely to live than girls. Sorcha cut her hair, disguised her as a boy when the last roundup of children took place.” She let her hand drop, sensing the child was too terrified to view her as anything but a threat. “The slave trade bustles in the Summer Kingdom.”

      Gideon’s jaw tightened as the azure of his eyes darkened to midnight. “The slave trade has been banned since the peace treaty between the two kingdoms.”

      “Perhaps in your kingdom, but not here. Oren allowed it last year for girls only. They are rounded up and sold to be used for sexual pleasure.”

      She could feel his anger, sharp as a honed blade. He drew in a breath and spoke in a soft, reassuring tone to the terrified child.

      “Where is your mother, Theo?” Gideon asked gently.

      “Gone.” The child pointed upward. “Taken by the Sidhe spirits three days ago.”

      Understanding flashed across Gideon’s face. His gaze went distant, as if searching his memory. “She died of a fever she was too weak to fight off.”

      How did he know this? Alia came closer and coaxed Theo into her arms. The child snuggled there, her clothing tattered, her face unwashed and smeared with dirt and tears.

      “We’ll take you someplace safe, where you can eat and find rest,” she promised.

      Gideon found a lantern and lit it. Soft light flooded the small room, showing the prominent hollows on Theo’s cheeks, her fascinated gaze as she stared at Gideon.

      “Wizard,” Theo whispered, pointing to him.

      He swept the girl into his strong arms. “No. Tickle monster.”

      Theo gurgled with bright laughter as Gideon played his fingers across the child’s protruding ribs. He cherished girls, unlike her father, who would see them ruined and discarded like trash.

      “Sorcha has a sister, Hannah, who lives in town. She will take care of Theo and continue to hide her real identity,” Alia told him as they left the cottage.

      Gideon helped her up onto her horse and then handed her the girl. “It’s no way to live. I’ll give her money to aid with food and supplies.”

      

      A terrible shadow had draped over this kingdom, and Gideon suspected it grew each day. Alia held tight to Theo, singing softly to calm the child. His wife had a good, kind heart.

      No matter what the cost, he had to find the source of this darkness and eliminate it before it destroyed others. Too many had already paid the price. Alia would not fall victim to it.

      A little of his Crimson Wizard powers were returning. He could divine the past, and how an individual had died. Yet his ability to create pure, white energy remained dormant.

      They rode into the nearby town. Despite the early hour, few Fae were in the streets. Most had learned to retire early and lock their doors when it was a bright, clear night and the castle nobles roamed, looking for young girls to ravish.

      They easily found Hannah’s house. She held tight to Theo and sobbed when they told her about Sorcha’s death. Then she bade her oldest girl to take the child, bathe her and feed her.

      Gideon unhooked a pouch of gold coins he always carried with him. He handed it to the woman. “This will help with her care.”

      The Fae’s eyes widened and the pointed tips of her ears reddened. “Oh sire, it’s too much! We can care for her.”

      “I know you can,” he said gently. “I’m trusting you will care well for her and anyone else in the village who has great need.”

      Understanding dawned in the Fae’s dark eyes. “Thank you, sire. You are so kind. Not like the others in the palace. Except for Lady Alia here. She is the only one who cares about the common folk.”

      When they left, it was long past midnight. Gideon felt a pressing anxiousness to return to their cottage and get the hell out of the woods flanking them on either side. A heavy oppressiveness tainted this land, and it worsened at night.

      They came to a fork in the road, and took the left branch which led to their house near the palace.

      After only a few minutes, Alia’s horse, Firefax, seemed restless. Gideon frowned as Alia spoke in a soothing tone to her mare. Firefax was a pretty, spirited horse, but during the rides, she’d always been calm. Jax, the big stallion he rode, was more difficult to control.

      Then suddenly Jax whinnied, and reared up. Had he not been so alert, Gideon would have been thrown.

      Sending tendrils of calming dark Fae magick to his horse, Gideon slid off and dropped the reins. He went to Firefax, whose eyes rolled back as she whinnied in obvious distress. After calming Firefax with the same magick, he helped Alia dismount.

      “Something bad is in there.” Alia pointed to the Mystic Forest, her face distressed. “I don’t know what, but it’s evil.”

      Her voice dropped to a bare whisper. “This section of forest has always spooked me, but these past few months, there is a miasma of evil here. The villagers seldom venture this way past sunset.”

      Silvery moonlight dappled the thick elms and oaks in the forest. Gideon listened. No night sounds of frogs, or insects. Not even the hoot of an owl. The woods seemed deadly quiet, shadowed with something very wrong.

      His nostrils flared as he picked up a very faint odor. Blood. Acid. Scents of decay and bleached bones.

      Noticing a path cutting through the woods, he started for it. “Stay here. Someone may be in distress.”

      Barely had he started into the woods when Alia scurried to catch up to him. “I’m coming with you. This is my kingdom.”

      Stubborn woman. But better she accompany him, lest whatever darkness covered this land decided to rise up and take a big bite out of her.

      They didn’t have far to walk. Ten minutes later, the metallic stench overwhelmed his senses as they came upon the slick crimson trail.

      The odor hit him like a powerful slap. Though he had smelled it too many previous times, it never failed to churn his stomach.

      She lay on her back in a small clearing near a pine tree, beside a fallen log. Gideon suspected the woman had been quite pretty once. Now she was shrunken, skin falling into bone, her eyes staring sightlessly at the sky. Blood dripped from every exposed inch of her skin. She looked bathed in red paint. The slick, coppery smell nauseated him and Alia looked as if she needed to retch.

      “Do you know her?” he asked Alia.

      “Maeve.” Alia’s fists tightened on her skirts. She’d lifted them to avoid stepping in the pools of blood. “She once danced and sang at court. She even gave me my first real pet, a dragonfly with wings of peacock blue and green. Who did this?”

      “I doubt anyone killed her.”

      A slim glass vial lay near the bone-thin fingers. Gideon squatted and picked up the abandoned glass vial, careful not to let the droplets of lilac liquid inside touch his skin.

      He inhaled the vial, and his nose went numb. Damn. He knew this, but it was far more powerful than the usual elixir.

      “What is it?”

      “Stay away,” he snapped. Goddess, last thing he needed was Alia coming into contact with this.

      Blood drained from her face. He’d never yelled at her. No regrets here. He’d apologize for his harsh tone later, when they were alone and she was safe.

      Fear and worry for her flooded him. Such novel emotions, ones he had not felt in a very long time. He forced himself to speak slowly and calmly. “Alia, I need you to return to the horses and stay there. I’ll send a squadron of fairies to remain with you.”

      “I can send for the fairies who are my ladies in waiting.”

      “The fairies I’m sending have fangs that drip poison, not fairies that indulge in dancing and playing music.”

      She bit her lip. “Fine. What killed her?”

      “Something that will kill you if you touch it. Go!”

      Gideon needed the aid of his fellow wizards. But they were forbidden to him. He considered. Nikita, Tristan’s mate, was not. Nor was Ciara, Xavier’s new wife.

      When Alia left, he mentally summoned Ariel. “I need at least twenty of your fairies to remain with Alia by the horses on the road where it forks by the Mystic Forest. After you guide them there, go to Tir na-Nog. Find Nikita and get a pouch suitable for transporting dangerous toxins. Tell her to have Xavier ready to examine what you will bring her. Then find me.”

      “How can I find you, sire?”

      “Follow the scent of blood and death.”

      When the fairy appeared, bearing a black velvet bag, Ariel landed on the ground a good distance from the body. A pink glow surrounded her.

      “Sire, look.”

      Against the soft glow of her fairy light, a darkness pushed hard, like a hand trying to reach Ariel and taint her.

      “It’s spreading,” he muttered.

      She looked worried. “Will it affect you?”

      “I’m still immortal, far as I know. I am concerned about Alia.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about her.” Something odd tinged the fairy’s voice, as if she knew something. But he had no time for games.

      Gideon opened the velvet pouch Ariel handed him, glad that Nikita had lined it with magick, and dropped the vial inside. Gideon pulled the strings tight and gave it back. “Take this to Xavier, get him started working on a cure. Do not give it to his wife, Ciara. She is too young of an immortal to get near it. Tell him to use extreme caution. The drug is potent.” He held out his hands. “Before you go, sterilize my hands. I will take no chances.”

      Ariel hesitated and then flung a beam of pure white energy at his hands. Burning pain encased his flesh. Gideon gritted his teeth. A minute later, the pain lessened, leaving his hands red and raw.

      Ariel used her fairy flame to burn the body and the ground around it and then flew away.

      Gideon ran to the dirt path where he’d left the horses. Alia paced back and forth, the squad of doll-sized fairies guarding her wreathing her in a protective circle.

      He spoke to them in the Old Language of Fae, thanking them and ordering them to accompany them back. Then he lifted Alia onto Firefax’s back and leapt up behind her. Not until he and Alia were inside the house did Gideon allow himself to relax the slightest.

      He pulled the thick drapes shut, and then checked every window. Alia sat on the sofa, watching with wide eyes, saying nothing. She had gone very quiet.

      Finally he went into the kitchen, fetched two cool glasses of water and handed her one.

      She looked at the glass. “I’m not thirsty.”

      “Drink it.”

      A fierce frown knit her silky black brows, but she did as he requested. Gideon drank until the glass was empty. When she’d emptied hers, he set both glasses on the wood table before the sofa.

      “The water is a precaution, to flush out your system in case you accidentally came into contact with it.”

      His instinct to leave and search the forest for more victims, to hunt and destroy whatever predator had created this, warred with his natural possessiveness to keep her safe and away from the potential danger.

      “Will you tell me what happened to Maeve?”

      “She ingested Scathal. Shadow magick. It’s a synthetic elixir Fae in the Winter Kingdom use to give themselves pleasure and increase their powers. But this mixture was much more than the usual diluted substance.”

      Alia touched her throat and paled. “I have heard faint whispers about a new drug in the palace. I have wondered if my father is using it.”

      He’d thought the same. Gideon continued. “Normally the substance is no more harmful than sipping a glass of wine.”

      “You feel a little tipsy and that’s all?”

      He nodded. “But there was one Fae who experimented with something stronger. Instead of using wild mushrooms and fairy tears, he used the crushed chrysalises of dead fairies, and mixed it with the most potent mushrooms grown wild in the Dark Kingdom.”

      Alia bit her lip. “The Dark Kingdom holds many dangers.”

      He nodded. Many OtherWorlders chose to live in the Dark Kingdom, where they could exercise their powers freely, without worry of humans seeing them. Fae who had no wish to live under the Winter or Summer King’s rule lived there as well. But the powers that thrived there could get out of control.

      “The Fae scientist reported on his findings. This Scathal was extremely addictive, provides a brief, very intense pleasure when it stimulates a Fae’s brain center…and then it ate through his inner tissues like acid. It forms clumps in the veins like clusters of insects on a plant stalk, and eats the victim from the inside out. His facial structure starts to decay, his mouth and gums turned black and rotted, and his limbs bleed from every pore.”

      Alia’s breath hitched. “There is no cure?”

      “No. If it invades the bloodstream, the victim will die an agonizing death.” His chest tightened. “The Crimson Wizard destroyed what potion was left after seeing how this Fae died. The scientist tried to claw his own eyes out.”

      She shuddered and looked at the closed drapes. “I’ve sensed a gathering darkness.”

      Gideon lifted her hands and rubbed them against the bristles of his day beard, needing contact with her, cherishing the softness of her skin after the horrors of knowing this drug was now in the Summer Kingdom. Someone had obtained the banned formula and was cooking it for unsuspecting Fae.

      “Yes. I sensed it from the moment I woke up in your father’s dungeon.”

      She gave a sad smile. “And when I first saw you, Gideon, I thought you were the enemy because you were Unseelie. I believe now that we are our own worst enemy.”

      Alia withdrew her hands and he felt bereft without her touch. She walked over to the window. “Gideon, how did this drug get into my father’s kingdom? Oren may have turned cruel and cold, but he is very strict about recreational drugs that may cause harm to his people.”

      “The section of the Dark Kingdom where the mushrooms grow is now under strict quarantine by the Brehon, the council of wizards. Someone must have stolen mushrooms and started manufacturing the Scathal again elsewhere, and then brought it here. Someone who wishes to destroy the Summer Kingdom from within.”

      Gaze troubled as she turned back to him, she shook her head. “None of the nobles dare to visit the Dark Kingdom. They have too much fear of that world and they enjoy their pampered lifestyle too much.”

      “Their magick is too weak to survive a day outside the world of the Seelie.” He joined her at the window and picked up her hand. “Whoever did this had only the thought to destroy, and they spent time analyzing the nobles in court. Ennui and nothing but a lifestyle of pampered luxury leads to experimentation. Even the most dull-witted Fae in the Seelie world gets tired of routine after a while.”

      “Which leads them to try something different, and daring, while in the safety of their own homes.” Alia’s huge eyes filled with grief and anger. “Do you believe it is tied to the terrible fungus creeping over the town of Cantabria?”

      “Yes. And it could be affecting other areas of this kingdom and the winter kingdom as well. I will warn the king tomorrow when we see him.”

      She laced her fingers around his wrists. “We must do something to stop it.”

      “You will do nothing. I will stop it. You will remain here with the squadron of fairies watching over the manor except when I am with you.”

      “I am not made of glass,” she burst out. “I can aid you.”

      “Too risky and dangerous. I will not endanger your life. I am telling it like it is.”

      “And whom will you ask to get you into the most secretive areas of my father’s castle? Who knows the habits of the bored nobles who are most prone to trying the Shadow Magick?”

      Gideon’s temper began to rise. “Are you blackmailing me, my sweet?”

      “No. I’m telling it like it is.”

      Hearing his own words tossed back at him further angered him. But Alia had a point. He could encase her in fairy protection, arm his personal guard to the teeth, but without her aid, it would take too long to investigate the court. He had made inroads, but few trusted him. With Alia, being a woman meant being invisible. Invisible Fae could easily slip in and out of areas he needed to access.

      A fine-boned face with delicate, creamy skin, the shock of seeing her lying still, so very still, came to mind. Gideon made a dismissive motion with his hand. “No, Alia. I will not risk your life. It’s too dangerous. That is my final word on the matter.”

      Lips clamped tight, she gave a curt nod.

      He knew he’d hurt her feelings, but better her feelings than her body, crimson blood bubbling out of her chest with her last dying breath.

      

      For the next two days, they would visit the Winter Kingdom and Alia would meet the king, the Fae she thought fathered him. She had spoken little to him since their fight last night, and for the first time, had turned away from him in bed.

      He left her alone, for he knew he’d pricked her pride. But today he had a small surprise for her.

      Gideon didn’t know what to expect from the Winter King. It deeply frustrated him, for he was accustomed to being in total control.

      The Winter King had sent transportation. Drawn by four black chargers, the gold and black carriage shone beneath the sun as it rumbled down the road and stopped before their cottage. He recognized the coachman as a loyal subject of the Winter King.

      The coachman bowed his head. “Prince Gideon, I trust you are well?”

      “Very well, thank you, Giles.”

      Alia stared at the green-skinned giant as Gideon helped her to enter the carriage. When they’d settled against the plush black velvet seats on opposite sides of each other, she spoke in a low voice.

      “The coachman, he’s…he’s…an ogre.”

      “No, he’s an Olgren. Ogre blood mixed with Fae.”

      “Such creatures would be banished with the wilding Fae here.” She gave a sad smile. “I am glad to see they hold positions of respect in your kingdom.”

      They rumbled down the dirt road. Alia sighed. “Tis a long drive to your father’s kingdom.”

      “Not with these steeds.”

      And then the coach lifted into the air with a jolt. Alia gasped and stuck her head out the open window.

      “The horses are flying!” She looked down. “So are we!”

      The coach flew over the treetops, and the palace itself. She laughed as she hung out the window, wind whipping strands of dark hair escaping her silver snood. “It’s wonderful!”

      Gideon studied her, delighted at her pleasure. “Welcome to my world, Alia. The king has no desire to have his coach spend any necessary time in the Summer Kingdom. It’s much safer to travel this way. Less chance of assassins.”

      At the word, she turned, blood draining from her face. “Do you fear them in the Summer Kingdom, Gideon?”

      Lazily, he stretched out on the cushions and then smiled at her. “No. Why, do you think any of your people will try, Alia?”

      A flush tinted her cheeks.

      “I am more than capable of protecting myself, wife. My magick is not weak.”

      She looked out the window and sighed. “I wish my magick could make me fly. I’ve always dreamt of flying. It is why I adore watching the butterflies and the fairies and sprites in the garden.”

      He watched her wistful expression. “What other dreams do you have?”

      “I have dreams I buried deep, dreams I abandoned because it hurts too much to think of never fulfilling them,” she confessed. “My heart would shatter. Sometimes it’s best to live without dreams.”

      “To live without dreams is to not live at all.”

      “And you, Gideon? Would you risk heartbreak once more if the choice were presented to you?” She gave him a shy look. “Could you learn to love again?”

      He’d lived far too long and fought too many battles to erase the cynical hardness inside him. But Alia threatened to wear it down, as water molded rock. She made him consider what it must be like to feel love, be loved in return. A dangerous proposition for an immortal charged with protecting his race and punishing those who turned to evil.

      “A heart that cannot be broken is nothing more than a stone, and the person is dead inside,” he finally said.

      They traveled in silence for a while, Alia looking out the window. Mentally he prepared himself for meeting the king. He didn’t know if the goddess had extended the glamour to the Winter Kingdom. If they saw them as the Crimson Wizard, he was royally screwed.

      Alia gasped with wonder as they flew over the lands belonging to the Winter Kingdom. Ice hanging from the rowan trees guarding the palace glittered like starshine. Sunlight sparkled in the snow and ice ringing the Ruby Palace, home to the Winter King.

      She turned to him. “Is it always winter here?”

      “Not always. The ice and snow are decorations for visitors.” Gideon waved a hand. “The King likes to show off his power.”

      Decorated with rubies and gold, the palace looked impressive from the exterior. Uniformed Fae guards standing at the castle’s entrance bowed their heads. A tall, slender Fae with black hair, wearing the black and gold uniform of the castle staff, greeted him. Gideon recognized him as the king’s personal steward.

      “Welcome Prince Gideon and Princess Alia. Prince Gideon, your father requests you both to go to the dining hall. He will be there shortly.”

      Relief filled him. His glamour as the prince held true. “Thank you, Charles.”

      They were escorted into the castle and the dining room for the afternoon repast. Walls of pure black onyx surrounded them, but the skylight overhead allowed in filtered sunlight, softening the severe effect. Gold sconces adorned the dining hall.

      The dining table, fashioned from pure rubies, sparkled beneath the sunbeams streaming through the skylights. Golden goblets of green liquid rested at each place setting.

      Alia gave him a questioning look.

      “Traditional wedding drink. Sweet honey mead.”

      “It’s green. It looks like my younger brother after a night of heavy drinking.”

      He threw back his head and laughed. Gideon touched her cheek. “The green tint is from mint, to honor the earth we protect.”

      The table was set only for four. The king wanted to dine alone with them. But who was the fourth? Gideon knew the king had only one wife, one he adored, and she was heavily pregnant and shunned taking meals with others until she gave birth.

      “About damn time you came back to us,” a deep voice drawled.

      He whirled, and saw a tall man lounging against the door like a cat. Gideon laughed as the man ran over to him.

      “Sire, I have missed you.” The man dropped to his knees.

      “Kieran.” Gideon motioned his former bodyguard to rise and hugged him and then stood back to regard the jaguar shifter. Younger than himself by a hundred years, Kieran had protected the kings and princes of the Winter Kingdom long after Gideon had died to his mortal life. Now he headed the king’s security forces.

      Like the others who served the Winter King, Kieran wore a severe black uniform piped with gold. He wore his black hair short, unlike other Fae.

      The shifter frowned as he looked at him up and down. “My lord, your aura has changed.” His nostrils twitched and he sniffed. “You smell different, as if you’ve lost your powers. What…”

      Gideon shot him a warning look and drew Alia forward. “I wish you to meet my lovely bride. Princess Alia, this is Kieran, my former bodyguard and a trusted family friend.”

      Kieran gave a low, formal bow. “Welcome to the Winter Kingdom, princess.”

      Then as Alia smiled at him, Kieran leaned close and sniffed her. Alia laughed as Gideon frowned. “You must forgive him, my sweet. He’s a scoundrel and likes to play with the ladies. Xavier calls him a big pussycat.”

      “Who is Xavier?” she asked.

      He exchanged glances with a puzzled Kieran. “A friend.”

      Gideon drew her over to the table, and pulled out her chair at the king’s right hand. Knowing King Byrne, the Fae would wish to talk. He adored chatting with women, learning their insights on matters.

      Such a difference from King Oren, who belittled them. But Oren hadn’t always been that cruel.

      “Sire, a moment if you will.” Kieran gestured to the door.

      Excusing himself to Alia, Gideon joined his bodyguard outside in the empty hallway. “You know me.”

      “Of course.” Kieran looked even more puzzled. “You’re the Crimson Wizard.”

      “Not to all.” Quickly he explained what happened. “It is most important you carry on the ruse. I doubt the king will see me as I am. It appears only my friends and longtime companions can see through the goddess’ glamour.”

      “If so, it’s because she wishes it,” Kieran said practically. “You got into trouble, Gideon. About damn time. You’re too straight laced.”

      “Thanks,” he said dryly.

      Kieran frowned. “Alia…she smells…different. I know that smell. Delicious, like sunshine and almonds.”

      His hackles rose as he thought of Kieran getting closer to Alia. He trusted the jaguar shifter, but his deep protective streak took over. “Stop sniffing around her. Paws off. She’s mine.”

      “Oh, I have no intention of getting close. Though she does seem like fun and I’d like to play with her. As I did with Eleanor.”

      They both fell quiet at the name.

      “She reminds me of Lady Eleanor,” Kieran mused. “Could you fall in love with her?”

      Gideon gave him a long, cool look. “My only love sleeps until such a time when she chooses to awaken.”

      “You loved true. But you could love again.”

      “Never.”

      Kieran shook his head, the vigorous motion sending strands of black hair flying. “Don’t diss love, my friend. You need to be loved and loved well. You’ve cut yourself off from your former life, your friends, in your work to care for your charges. It’s about time someone did something for you for a change.”

      Emotion tightened his throat. He wanted to believe Kieran, but immortality had colored his viewpoint. He was the deliverer of justice for his people, and the wizards of the Brehon had no real personal attachments. Love got in the way of impartiality and power.

      Yet Xavier and Tristan had found their mates.

      Gideon leaned against the wall to discuss more significant topics. “Oren’s scepter has changed color. It’s no longer white.”

      Kieran raised a black brow. “You mean his cock is dark now?”

      Gideon growled. “I’m serious. The white diamond on his scepter started as navy blue and is slowly turning black. It deepens in color each passing day. The power radiating from it is stronger as well. He’s siphoning energy and magick from somewhere.”

      “The court? Those weaklings?” Catlike, Kieran rubbed against the black onyx wall as if marking his territory. Gideon doubted the shifter was even aware of the move. “Seelie Fae in court have little true magick, though.”

      He’d considered that as well. The only explanation was that Oren had tapped into a hidden source of magick tainted with evil.

      “Have you heard any reports of missing Fae from here?”

      Kieran shook his head. “No. A few have left to experience the Skin life, and mingle with colonies in the Skin world, but they report back on a regular basis. You know how the king likes to track his people to make sure they are well.”

      “Then the scepter could be a conduit to something else, a dark magick infiltrating the kingdom. Oren is seldom without his scepter.”

      “Perhaps Oren likes to use it as an anal probe. He gets a rush of power when one of his lackeys thrust it up his bum,” Kieran joked.

      Gideon’s mouth twisted in a humorous smile. “I’ve missed your humor, my friend. Crude as it is.”

      The jaguar turned serious. “Gideon, I want to return with you and Lady Alia to the Summer Kingdom. You need protection if you lack your wizard powers. I don’t like the idea of you being there with Oren gaining in power.”

      “I can take care of myself and my bride.”

      “Can you protect Lady Alia when you are at court? At least let me safeguard her, sire.”

      His heart swelled with the loyal friendship the jaguar shifter displayed. He wondered if the jaguar knew the truth of his origins, why he felt compelled to serve in this court when he could have achieved power in the Skin world.

      Impossible to read his mind now, or even his aura. Gideon’s thoughts turned to other matters. “If you return with me, you must not seduce the women in the Summer Court. A low profile is necessary.”

      Kieran’s gaze was sly. “I did join your father’s court because your side is much more fun. Those Seelie dullards don’t know how to pleasure a woman. I will be doing the ladies a big favor.”

      Then the jaguar shifter turned serious. He put a hand on Gideon’s shoulder. “Sire, you should know that the creatures and beasts in this kingdom are restless. They sense something is off about Alia’s father and the Diamond Palace.”

      Gideon scrubbed a hand over his jaw, feeling his tension rise. He told Kieran about their encounter with the fungus in Cantabria.

      “I know about it. The king warned all in the Winter Kingdom to avoid that land for the time being.”

      “King Byrne is not sending anyone to investigate?” The lack of action surprised Gideon. The ruler had always been proactive and very protective of his people and anyplace they ventured.

      Kieran sighed. “He’s kept this from you, Gideon, but we’re too damn busy trying to guard our own borders. There’s rumors of Oren wishing to break the truce. Two days ago, my men caught a Seelie spy in the Black Forest.”

      That was not unusual. “And?”

      “He was quite insane. Bleeding from every pore. And stronger than usual.”

      Gideon’s breath hitched. “Scathal.”

      “You destroyed that lab and the formula.”

      “Someone has rediscovered how to make it potent. You took precautions and did not touch him.”

      “Of course we did not. We had to use fairy flames to destroy him. I believe Oren sent him as an emissary to weaken our ranks.” Kieran frowned. “King Byrne intends to abdicate once his child is born. Prince Dominic will rule in his stead. He’s wise but untried and young.”

      Gideon had known about king’s plans, but it hadn’t been a concern because he’d planned to be on hand to guide Dominic through his first moon season in ruling. Now, without his powers, he could not.

      “Gideon, this is a lousy time for the goddess to have drained your magick. We really need you.”

      An understatement. Yet deep inside, Gideon knew there was a feeling of rightness about what had been done, a certainty that Alia played a greater role than he could imagine.

      “Have you sent any spies into the Diamond Palace?”

      “One or two. But they reported nothing much. They are cat shifters, and unable to infiltrate deep, since King Oren holds no love for pets.”

      His loyal friend’s gaze searched his. “What have you learned since your marriage?”

      Gideon laughed. Trust Kieran to conclude that he’d gained access to the inner court. “I’ve met with nobles, shared wine and ale with them. These are nobles who are elder, have been with Oren many, many years. They are deeply worried the king is on the verge of insanity, if not already there.”

      Kieran looked at the double doors to the dining hall. “Your bride does not know anything?”

      “She’s led a sheltered life in the palace.” He frowned. “Kieran, let’s walk with her in the forest after the meal. I need your help with something. I’m taking Alia to Fortress Point.”

      The shifter gave an approving nod. “While she’s here, you want to teach her. Good. I doubt you’d have much opportunity in her kingdom.”

      When they returned to the dining table, Kieran regaled Alia with wild tales of his exploits as a young cub. And then the double doors burst open wide and a loud voice bellowed.

      “Cub! Welcome home!” King Byrne strode into the room. No ceremony, no formality. He engulfed Gideon in a bear hug. Gideon hugged him back, fierce love for this king in his heart. Danu’s glamour held fast, for the king believed Gideon was his youngest son.

      “Where’s this wife of yours? I hear she’s a beauty.”

      Gideon drew Alia forward, who curtseyed. “Your Majesty. Thank you for the pleasure of your hospitality.”

      “Well, well.” The king picked up her hand and kissed it. “They were wrong. You’re not a beauty. You’re much more. How the hell did that old beast Oren sire someone who has both beauty and manners?”

      Gideon bit back a smile as Alia’s eyes sparkled. “It’s all from my mother’s side. He only contributed the seed and a few grunts.”

      King Byrne threw back his head and laughed. “I like her, son. She’ll do fine.”

      He drew Alia over to the chair, pulled it out for her. “Are you certain you don’t want to live here in the Winter Kingdom? We have a reputation as deviant and ill-mannered, but by goddess, we have fun.”

      She gave him a soft smile. “Thank you for asking me. Perhaps we’ll visit again soon. I like to have fun.”

      After lunch, the king excused himself to visit his wife. Kieran accompanied them as Gideon took Alia on a tour of the grounds outside the palace.

      “There are creatures here who might harm you since you are Seelie, but not while I am here. Most simply want to play,” Gideon assured her.

      “You smell nice to us,” Kieran added helpfully.

      Alia laughed.

      As they walked through the Black Forest, the dark, sometimes dangerous wood where Gideon had played as a young Fae, a loud growl rumbled through the trees.

      Alia gasped as a four-legged beast with green fur jumped down from the trees. Immediately Kieran shifted into jaguar, all muscled black cat with sleek fur and sharp claws. The cat snarled at the Walakitane.

      Gideon sighed. “Alia, this is Henry. He’s a Walakitane and he won’t hurt you. He’s simply…annoying.”

      Her brow wrinkled. “I know. You only want to play.” She reached out a hand to the beast, who stopped snarling and began to purr.

      Blinking hard, Gideon searched his memories and then regarded Henry. The beast had said the exact same thing to Eleanor once.

      A hollow ache settled in his chest over his heart. Absently, he rubbed the spot. So many memories of Eleanor. At times he’d envied Xavier, the Crystal Wizard, for losing memories of his first love.

      But Gideon’s memories of his first and only love had kept him from crossing over to the darkest side. He cherished them, even when he felt the piercing grief that had little faded over a thousand years. At least he felt, and that was something.

      “Have you ever been in this kingdom?” he asked his wife.

      She shook her head. Henry shifted back to his human form, gave Alia a love-struck look and shuffled forward to sniff at her. Kieran, still in jaguar form, gave a warning growl, which made Henry step back.

      “Hi Alia. You smell like Lady Eleanor. I liked Lady Eleanor,” Henry said, looking even more morose. “Why did that fat fuck have to kill her?”

      “Henry.” Gideon’s voice rose on a warning note. “Go find a nice lizard to eat.”

      Kieran shifted back to human form as well, clothing himself by magick. “I saw one in the patch where the wild mushrooms grow.”

      The Walakitane lumbered off with a loud grumble in his stomach.

      As they continued to walk through the woods, following the narrow path, Gideon didn’t want to ponder Henry’s odd words. Alia might resemble Eleanor slightly in her spirit and gentle heart, but that was all. The Walakitane had a very long memory, and Eleanor had impressed him, so much that Henry had mourned for a full century after she’d died.

      Pushing the idea out of his mind, he led Alia through the forest until they reached the ruins of a stone house. Ferns and ivy draped over the walls. An enormous oak tree stood next to the ruins, sheltering it with its wide canopy.

      Alia gave him a questioning look. “A lover’s retreat?”

      “No, a military practice area. Kieran, will you get the chest?”

      Kieran walked into the house through the archway. When he returned, he carried a wood chest on his shoulders. With a grunt, he set it on the leaf-littered ground.

      Gideon knelt and opened it, pleased the necessary supplies were still present. Alia stared at the contents.

      “What is this?” Her gaze fell upon a short sword, gleaming in the sunlight dappling the chest.

      “I’m going to teach you how to fight.”

      Gently, he tipped up her mouth, opened with astonishment. “Don’t look so shocked, my sweet. You did marry an Unseelie and we are quite protective of our women.”

      “It is forbidden in my father’s kingdom for women to carry weapons.”

      Longing shadowed her face as she dropped to her knees to pull out a quiver filled with sharp arrows.

      “Yes. That is why we’re teaching you here and now. I won’t have you unable to defend yourself if I’m not present,” he told her.

      “You mean when you plan to abandon me and return to this kingdom to live,” she murmured.

      “I told you, I will stay as long as I can.”

      His chest ached again at the thought of leaving her. He was growing fond of Alia. Emotions that were slowly deepening into something stronger.

      Love.

      Dismissing the thought, he focused on finding her suitable armor while Kieran organized the swords. They had only this afternoon, but perhaps his bodyguard and friend could teach Alia a few basic moves.

      Because he didn’t know what awaited them back in her father’s kingdom. Whatever it was, it was growing stronger and he had to track it down and find it before it destroyed everything in its path.

      

      Gideon was a contradiction in everything she’d been taught about the Unseelie. He wanted to teach her how to fight! Standing before the ruins, short steel sword in hand as she faced her sparring partner, Alia almost wished he were cruel and indifferent. He would not have put her in this position, threatening to unveil all she’d desperately hidden.

      The leather vest she wore over the soft tunic was aged, but still tough. The leggings fit her perfectly as if made for her. Gideon told her they were magick, designed to fit whoever needed them.

      Kieran pounced, his sword cutting through the air. Automatically, she parried. Metal clinked against metal, the sound echoing through the quiet wood. Sitting atop a tall, moss-draped stone, one leg bent, Gideon observed.

      At first the jaguar shifter went slow, moves that a Fae youngling could easily block. The element of surprise aided her in fighting, and Alia learned to use her smaller height and frame as an advantage.

      Kieran picked up the pace, circling around her. She studied his body. Each warrior had a different method of moving, signaling when he was about to attack. But Kieran was a shifter, and shifters moved with fast reflexes. Still, he did have one tell—he narrowed his eyes before he struck.

      She continued dueling with him, pretending she was slower and weaker.

      Wait for it… Now!

      As the shifter extended his sword, she moved her blade as if to strike, and then advanced. Alia brought her weapon up in a vertical position and then wrapped her blade around his, then pointing down toward the outside, yanking her sword hard and fast.

      The sword flew out of Kieran’s hand and landed with a soft thud on the ground.

      Kieran regarded her with those dark, cool eyes that saw too much.  “You have some skill with the sword.”

      “I’m a quick learner,” she muttered.

      “Halt!” Gideon leapt off the stone and strode over to her. He removed the sword from her hands, gave it to Kieran. Then her husband examined her right palm.

      “Not the callouses of a woman forced to do manual labor as you told me, but those of a trained warrior who practices,” he murmured.

      Her heart sank. “Now you know. And what will you do, my lord?”

      “I’ll bend you over my knee if you don’t call me Gideon.” He looked at Kieran. “Give her all you have. She needs a good partner, someone lightning fast and you’re the best.”

      Another surprise. Her heart pounded harder, more from Gideon’s nearness than the idea of learning from a skilled warrior like Kieran. “You’re not going to punish me for lying?”

      Gideon touched her cheek, grazing it with this thumb. “I brought you here to learn to fight, Alia. Will you trust me?”

      Could she dare to try? So many secrets, so many years of hiding her true nature, she didn’t know how to be her real self around men of power. She lifted her gaze to those incredible blue eyes, saw no guile, no shadows there.

      “What if this is a guise to coax out my fighting skills and then you reveal them to the Summer King to gain his favor?”

      His gaze narrowed. “I would not do that, nor would any reasonable man. I have no trust of your father, Alia.”

      “I have known a few who have betrayed my trust, and they were called reasonable by those in power.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Can I trust you, husband?”

      A slow smile was her answer. Gideon tied his long, silky hair back with a leather thong. He unbuttoned his leather vest, and then tugged his shirt over his head. He faced her, wearing only boots and his trousers.

      Mercy, it was difficult to think straight in view of the hard contours of his chest, all smooth, golden skin set over rippling muscles.

      Gideon stepped back and toed the sword she’d forced out of Kieran’s hand. He flipped it upward and caught it one-handed and then lunged at her.

      Alia parried his thrust, and then struck out with her blade. To her horror, Gideon lowered his sword and she stabbed him.

      The point sank deep into his chest. Immediately she withdrew her weapon. Crimson blossomed on his skin, dripping down the rippled muscles of his abdomen.

      Crying out, she ran over to him, only to see the wound on his chest close over almost immediately.

      With a trembling hand, she touched his bare chest, the faint pink mark the only indication she’d stabbed him.

      “You can’t kill me, Alia. I’m immortal.”

      Foolishly, she gaped at him. Gideon gave a gentle smile. “No one else but the three of us here have this knowledge. I have shared one of my secrets since you shared one of yours.”

      Kieran chuckled. “Good strike, Alia. I’ve been waiting for nearly a millennia to see someone thump him.”

      Gideon didn’t blink but he turned, drew out the dagger at his hip and threw it at Kieran. The shifter caught it by the hilt and waved it. “Nice knife, but I prefer my claws. Now, if you’re going to continue the entertainment, let me get more comfortable.”

      He set down the dagger, shifted into his jaguar form, then leapt up onto a tree branch. Tail draping over the limb, Kieran lay on the branch, his big dark eyes watching them.

      “Lazy cat,” Gideon shouted up at him. “Get down here at fight like a man, you pussy!”

      Kieran’s answer was to lift a middle claw at his prince.

      Alia laughed with the first real relief she’d felt since the wedding. Gideon was immortal. This changed everything. She could stab him and he would not die. This was the answer to all her worries. Lord Ekim could not accuse her of breaking their bargain if her husband survived the assassination attempt.

      Everyone knew immortals could not die from a mere stab wound. And no one else realized Gideon’s secret.

      She sparred with Gideon for a full hour, and then finally, dripping with sweat, surrendered. Chest slick with perspiration, muscles gleaming, Gideon lowered his sword.

      “Good job. You’re gaining skill with close quarters combat. Now let’s see how you can shoot.”

      Gideon found a target, set it at fifty yards. Alia laughed. “Farther back. Much farther.”

      He grinned and set it back to two hundred yards.

      After he’d set up the target, she shot a quiver full of arrows. Dead center.

      She waited to see his reaction. Did he hope to have a wife who was skilled with the bow and arrow? Or would it wound his pride?

      He retrieved the arrows, set them back into the quiver and then strode up to her, his expression fierce.

      Gideon swept her up in a hug, kissing her deeply.

      “I love having a warrior wife.”

      Her smile died. “But you can’t love me.”

      Pushing back a lock of hair escaping the tight bun, he gazed down at her. “Perhaps I can.”

      Kieran jumped down from the tree and shifted back, clothing himself by magick. “You two had better get a room or a bath. Or both. I’ll clean up and join you later for dinner.”

      

      Back at the Winter Court castle, they showered off the dust and grime in separate bathrooms. Alia felt too shy to shower with Gideon in the daylight in this strange, new land.

      But when she emerged from the bathroom, wrapped in a thick white robe, he was standing there waiting for her. Taking her hand, he drew her over to the bed.

      This time when they made love, she felt all her emotional barriers. Alia tangled with him between the sheets, allowing herself to feel the growing love for her husband.

      Later, lounging in the bed, she stared at the ceiling, wishing she could live here. Oren would never allow it. It would give the Winter King too much power over the Seelie Court.

      Gideon threw back the covers. Naked, he padded over to armoire and removed something from a drawer. He returned to bed, sitting next to her.

      “Your wedding gift, my sweet.”

      He handed her a slim, black velvet box. With a sense of foreboding, Alia opened it. Inside on a bed of white satin was the most delicate necklace she’d ever seen. Wrought from the purest silver, the chain had tiny links and the pendant was a butterfly with outstretched wings of silver lace. The artist had created the butterfly so it looked ready to take wing. Luminous in the sunlight, the pendant sparkled and shimmered like fairy dust. She gave a delighted cry, holding it up to catch a stray beam of sunshine shining through the opened window.

      “I know you dislike gems, and you are fascinated by the butterflies in our garden. I thought this would please you.”

      Never had anyone given her such a thoughtful present.

      Lifting her hair, she allowed him to hook the chain around her neck. Alia touched the butterfly. “Thank you, Gideon. It’s exquisite. I love it.”

      Feeling shy, she smiled and kissed him. “I have a gift for you as well.”

      She reached for her robe to shimmy out of bed. Gideon caught her arm. “Are you cold, my sweet?”

      Alia shook her head, suddenly embarrassed. She didn’t like being naked in the daylight, letting him see her flaws.

      His gaze softened. “I adore your body. Lush and female, and as long as you bare it for my eyes alone, you need not bother to cover yourself.”

      Her lips twitched with playful mischief. “And if another man saw me naked?”

      A hint of feral wildness in his smile. “I’d have to kill him.”

      A strange feeling of pride and possessiveness overcame her. “As I would have to do to any woman seeing you like that.”

      Gideon rested against the pillows, hooking his arms behind his head. “No fear on that, wife. Though we are considered deviant in this kingdom, we can be quite exclusive in paired relationships.”

      She went to the armoire, and from the satchel she’d brought with her, removed a box.

      When Gideon opened it, his eyes widened. He withdrew the marble-sized red crystal ball dangling from a fine silver chain. A dragon guarded the crystal, clasping the gem in two silver claws.

      “I’ve seen these worn by nobles.” He held the crystal to the light. “It’s fine craftsmanship. Thank you, Alia.”

      “It’s no mere decoration.” Alia sat next to him, and cradled the crystal ball. “I infused it with magick to help protect you against the evils at court.”

      Gideon stared at her with a stunned expression. “Why?”

      “My magick is from the Summer King’s royal lineage, so it will protect you a little from him.” Her heart ached. “You are powerful, Gideon, but no match for my father.”

      “Thank you,” he said huskily. “It is the most priceless gift anyone has ever given me.”

      The tenderness on his face undid her, threatened to send fresh tears spilling down her cheeks. Ducking her head, she fastened the chain around his neck.

      The crystal would protect him as long as he wore it. Even from herself when she was forced to take the dagger and try to end his life.
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      Two days later, they returned, only this time, Kieran accompanied them.

      Panic congealed in her stomach as Alia went into the manor to freshen up. How was she to attempt an assassination of Gideon with his loyal bodyguard always watching?

      Today was the deadline. With moonrise, Lord Ekim would expect Gideon to be dead, or at least wounded.

      Presently in his jaguar form, Kieran lay on a thick tree limb outside, guarding the manor.

      “Will Kieran stay there all day?” she asked Gideon, who’d returned to the bedroom.

      “He’ll go into the forest in a while to hunt prey and then return at nightfall.”

      She spent the next hour pretending to be absorbed in her needlepoint, but waited for the jaguar shifter to leave. When Kieran finally did, she went into the library to find Gideon.

      “Let’s spar,” she suggested. “I want to practice hand to hand combat with knives.”

      Gideon gave her a questioning look. “At our home? Where someone may see us?”

      “It is our home. Send the servants away and tell them we wish for privacy.” She hoped he would agree.

      He considered. “Very well.”

      Half an hour later, she and Gideon were outside in fighting leathers. His chest was bare. In his hands he held a gleaming silver blade.

      Strapped to her thigh was Lord Ekim’s blade. Alia circled Gideon, holding out the knife he’d handed her.

      If she stabbed Gideon, she’d fulfill her part of the bargain and Alyssa would be freed.

      I have to do this, or Alyssa will die. And thousands more. The thought of watching her little sister wither away to a shell filled her with unbearable heartache.

      They circled each other, Gideon keeping a practiced grip on his dagger. His magnificent chest was bare, making it easier to target him.

      She swiped at him half-heartedly.

      “Alia, you can do better! Where is that fire I saw yesterday?”

      “Where is your crystal ball pendant?”

      “Inside. I have no need of it now.” Gideon danced around her with those lightning reflexes, drawing a line over the leathers protecting her thigh. The garment split open.

      He grinned. “Next I’ll dance with you in the bedroom and slice off your clothing.”

      He acted so carefree, boyish, that she almost forgot her purpose. Alia jabbed forward and then remembering the move he’d taught her, thrust out a leg and hooked it behind his, forcing him to drop.

      Gideon did a graceful roll to the ground, and she sprang upon him, straddling his abdomen.

      “Not fair,” he murmured. “When you are atop me, all I can think about is thrusting deep inside you, not you thrusting that knife into me.”

      Throat dry she stared down at him. “I’d rather get naked with you and toss away the blades.”

      “After practice.” He reached up, stroked her hair.

      Tears closed up her throat. She dropped a kiss on his mouth. Gideon’s lips moved over hers. “We’re supposed to be sparring,” he murmured against her mouth. “You must know how to kill another Fae.”

      A sob caught in her throat. She set down the dagger he’d given her. “I cannot hurt you!”

      “I’m immortal.”

      “I love you,” she whispered, and unsheathed Lord Ekim’s dagger.

      Gideon’s sensual mouth curled into a smile. He caressed her cheek. “I am falling in love with you as well, Alia.”

      His eyes widened as he caught sight of the dagger she’d pulled from the scabbard strapped to her thigh. “What are you…”

      She struck, the blade sinking deep into shoulder. His shoulder, the safest place she could take his blood.

      Gasping, he stared up at her. “What did you do, Alia? That’s not the dagger I gave you. Alia, what did you do?”

      Blood, so much of it gushing from the wound. And then thick lines of lavender spread out from the wound’s edges, curling downward to his naked arm, spreading like wildfire up to his shoulder. Gideon’s eyes bulged out, and he began writhing in agony. Blood bubbled up from his mouth.

      Sobbing, she yanked the dagger out, but it was too late. Poison coated Ekim’s blade.

      It wasn’t supposed to be like this. She knew then that Ekim had not trusted her to do the job, and he’d ensured that Gideon would die a gruesome, painful death. The dagger clattered to the ground, splattering red. Climbing off him, she ran inside and grabbed a towel. Alia tried to stem the flow of blood, but soon the towel was soaked.

      Her husband writhed and groaned as the lavender lines spread on his skin.

      Alia cried out, over and over. “Help him!”

      At her scream, Kieran came bounding out of the forest wearing only trousers, as if he’d shifted in a hurry and not bothered to fully dress. “What the hell did you do to him?” The shifter ran over to Gideon and cradled him in his arms. “Hellfire and damnation, he’s dying!”

      “He can’t die,” she burst out. “He’s immortal!”

      Kieran picked up the dagger she’d pulled from Gideon’s shoulder, sniffed it and then dropped it on the ground “He most certainly can die, especially with this, since he’s lost his fucking powers. You little witch, he trusted you! You’re his wife!”

      Kieran picked up Gideon and ran into the manor with him, not stopping until reaching the bedroom. He gently laid him down on the bed. The bleeding had slowed, but the horrible streaks continued growing over his exposed skin.

      The jaguar shifter barked out a command. “Ariel, to me, now!”

      Seconds later, pink-winged fairy materialized inside the bedroom. She grew to adult-sized. Alarm and fury tightened her pretty, heart-shaped face.

      “You killed the sire, for he is vulnerable.” Ariel hissed. “He trusted you. You shall pay.”

      Ariel opened her mouth, baring sharp, pointed fangs capable of piercing flesh. But the sight didn’t scare Alia. She cared only about saving Gideon.

      “Can you stop this?” she pleaded.

      “He needs a powerful healer.” Ariel ignored her and looked at Kieran.

      “Then call one!”

      “I know of only one who can stop this.” Ariel fluttered her wings rapidly and suddenly dozens of fairies circled around them. Their whispers sounded like tiny cries.

      Kieran pressed a clean cloth hard against the stab wound. Gideon’s eyes flew open and he gasped, as if in terrible anguish.

      Oh goddess, he was so pale, so very pale.

      “Save him,” she pleaded.

      The jaguar shifter ignored her and turned to Ariel. “Call on the Brehon, the council of wizards.”

      “They are forbidden from aiding him.” Ariel hovered near Gideon. “Drust, the Coldfire Wizard, can aid him. But he is a new wizard and his powers are not strong enough. Nikita and Ciara have the powers of their mates, and they are not forbidden to aid Gideon.”

      “I’ll patrol the manor outside, make certain no one else comes in here.” Kieran left the bedroom.

      Ariel vanished. A minute later, a brilliant flash filled the room. Two women stood at the foot of the bed, both clad in long, dark gowns of velvet. One look at Gideon and they gasped, and went to his side. The golden-haired woman laid a hand on his forehead and the shorter, dark-haired woman put her hands on Gideon’s abdomen.

      They glanced at each other. “He’s fading fast.”

      The gold-haired one trembled. “But perhaps if we combine our powers.”

      “Yes,” said the other one.

      Gideon gasped. “No. D-don’t r-risk it. D-danu forbids s-haring powers.”

      “Only among the Brehon,” the gold-haired woman said. “Not us women.”

      The women linked hands. An ethereal glow ringed them, pure white light pulsing softly. Then each laid their other free hand on Gideon.

      Gideon screamed, and his body jerked as the white light infused him.

      Then he collapsed. Alia bit her lip, not daring to hope.

      A minute later, the horrible lavender streaks on his face were gone and so was the stab wound. He was completely healed.

      Alia wiped tears streaming down her cheeks. She didn’t understand, and it mattered not. Gideon was alive, and well again.

      “Thank you,” she told the women. Alia placed a gentle hand on his chest, relishing the steady beat of his heart. “Welcome back to the world, my love,” she whispered.

      His eyes flew open. So unearthly and beautiful. He was male perfection. Her husband.

      Gideon glanced upward, rubbing his shoulder where the knife had penetrated. Fairies flittered and flew around him, singing happily.

      His gaze shot over to the women. A brief smile touched his full mouth. “You came. Nikita, Ciara, I knew there was a reason why I invited you into my home in Tir na-Nog. Thank you for saving me.”

      “Gideon, anything we can do for you, we will, since our husbands cannot.” The blonde squeezed his hands.

      “We must return, before the goddess finds what we have done and forbids this particular loophole anymore.” The dark-haired one’s eyes twinkled.

      “I’ll escort you both back,” Ariel said, her brow furrowed. “I wish to know more about this loophole, should the sire require it again.”

      “No Ariel, stay here. I have need of you,” Gideon ordered.

      “Of course, sire,” Ariel responded.

      The women both glanced at Alia, and then exchanged looks with each other, before vanishing.

      Without words, Gideon flung back the covers. He shrugged into a dark gray shirt.

      He beckoned to Ariel. “Stay here, keep my wife locked up and under guard.”

      “Gideon,” Alia whispered. “Oh Gideon, I’m so sorry.”

      He gave Alia one long look, filled with fury and grief, then left the bedroom, slamming the door behind him.

      

      Gideon retrieved the dagger Alia used to stab him. He walked until reaching the gurgling stream near the manor. Squatting down, he set down the dagger, then cupped the cool, refreshing water and then splashed it over his face. He kept doing it, trying to get a grip on the shocking reality.

      She tried to assassinate me!

      Grief and shock entwined with fury. I love you. And you repay me sharing my heart with you with a blade.

      Gideon picked up the blade and flung at the ground. The ground hissed and bubbled as the poison sank into the earth.

      He directed a stream of pure energy at it, and the dagger glowed white hot, then burned until nothing remained, not even ash.

      Grief cut through the sheer joy of his powers returning. The anguish of betrayal sliced like the hot blade of the knife. Gideon rubbed his shoulder again, hating how vulnerable and weak he remained.

      He’d almost died.

      Immortals could be killed, even the Brehon. But it was nearly impossible. Gideon was an ancient wizard. Only pure evil could destroy him, and only when he was this powerless.

      Gideon looked down at his exposed wrists, remembering the torture he’d suffered in his mortal life, and his eventual death before he’d become the Crimson Wizard.

      A low growl echoed through the forest. Standing, he whirled, and saw Kieran loping out from between the thick trees. The jaguar shifted back to Skin form and clothed himself by magick. Grief shadowed his gaze.

      “You’re well and whole.”

      “Well but not whole,” Gideon said dryly. “My blushing bride tried to kill me.”

      His friend frowned. “She looks as you as if you are her world, Gideon. It makes no sense. If she truly wanted you dead, she would have done it while you slept.”

      True enough. He knew Alia must have a good reason. He thought fast. “The marriage contract stipulates Byrne has the right to declare war on Oren if I am killed or Alia spills my blood.”

      “There would be chaos if that happened,” Kieran pointed out.

      “Yes. Chaos where someone could seize power and use it to their advantage. It’s not Oren who set her up, but another who wishes to gain something.”

      With the wisdom of age, he pushed back his emotions.

      “Well, Kieran, you worried that ennui would overtake my ancient self. At least now you can see that my marriage will keep me on my toes.”

      As Gideon’s mouth quirked in a smile, the jaguar shifter looked troubled. “I wish I could laugh, but seeing you like that, my heart nearly stopped.  What do you wish of me, sire?”

      “Keep patrolling the grounds.” He glanced at the dagger that had his blood on it and his fury rose again. Gideon directed a slim, but potent beam of white light at the dagger and it turned into ash. “If anyone approaches, warn them off. Tell them the lord of the manor is ill and no visitors are permitted.”

      Gideon headed back into the manor.

      In the bedroom, Ariel sat on the bed, glaring at Alia, whom she’d tied to the bedpost using the velvet ropes Gideon used in his love play with his bride. Her fairies buzzed about the room, their wings fanning the air.

      On the dresser was the ceremonial gold dagger Oren had given him. He picked it up, played with it.

      Alia sat on the floor, her expression filled with misery. She did not look up.

      “Ariel, leave us and take your fairies.”

      “But…”

      “Now.”

      When the fairies departed, he untied Alia and motioned to a chair. “Sit down.”

      Still not raising her head, she sat. He perched a lean hip on the bed. With the dagger, Gideon traced a line on the covers, drawing a sacred rune.

      Give me strength, Danu. I wish not to harm her, only seek the truth.

      “Why?” he asked.

      Alia kept her gaze downcast. “I had no wish to harm you, Gideon.”

      Finally, she used his name. But as a means to gain sympathy? He had no magick to guide him, to discern if she played him. Only wisdom and patience.

      And the burgeoning love he fought even now.

      “Why?” he repeated.

      Finally she raised her gaze, but did not look at him. Gideon startled at the tears swimming in her eyes.

      “I was forced. You are immortal. I did not know the blade was poisoned.”

      “Who forced you?”

      Lips firm, spilling no secrets. His mute bride.

      “Who is holding your leash, Alia?”

      “No one!”

      “Are you a spy working with your father? Do you know my true purpose here?”

      Did you mean it when you said you loved me? Am I a fool for hoping you did, for I had felt the same?

      “You never told me the real reason you wanted this marriage, Gideon. Why did you marry me?”

      “Alia.” Gideon drew another rune on the coverlet. “I cannot read you and it frustrates the hell out of me.”

      “Then it seems we are in the same position, my lord. Neither of us can trust the other. You have the power. End my life if that is what you wish, but know this…” Her voice dropped to a bare whisper. “I did not want to love you. I could not help falling in love with you. These  days since our marriage have been the happiest of my life. Thank you for showing me how it could have been…to finally find someone who cherished me. I should have known it could never last. I’m sorry for the pain I caused you.”

      Stricken by the sheer anguish in her voice, he studied his wife. “Tell me why you did this.”

      Her voice dropped to a bare whisper. “To free my people. No one aids the women of the Seelie world.”

      “What of your own magick?” Gideon frowned. “Use your powers.”

      “I have none.”

      Shock slammed into him. “Impossible. Fae women always had power in both kingdoms. The Crimson Wizard would know if such magick vanished.”

      “Unless they gave it away, as I did with mine when I gave it to you.”

      Something tightened inside him. “The crystal globes the nobles wear…they contain the magick.”

      She nodded. “Two years ago, Oren’s youngest wife was direly ill with a female disease. The king pleaded with all the women in the kingdom to heal Willow.”

      Voice cracking, she paused to blink back tears. “Everyone loved her. She was sweet and gentle. Especially to my mother, who balanced on the brink of an emotional breakdown when she could bear no more children. Willow was like a big sister to me. She treated everyone with respect and kindness. Most of all, my father adored and loved her. She made him…everything a king should be to his people.”

      Gideon nodded, remembering the small, delicate Fae who had been strong willed enough to hold an entire kingdom together. She was the reason why he’d seldom paid attention to the Summer Kingdom.

      “When Willow fell ill, I was crushed. I knew if we lost her, Oren might be lost to madness in his grief. I thought pouring most of our female magick into small crystal balls and  laying them on queen’s body would heal her. But we acted too late. She died.”

      “And Oren was lost to madness and he gave the crystal balls to those he favored. He disguised this act through his glamour.”

      Alia’s mouth trembled. “He blamed the women for her death, for not taking action sooner. That was when he began turning against us, doing everything to humiliate us and strip us of our freedom.”

      “Anger is an easier burden to bear than grief,” he murmured, remembering his rage and sorrow when Eleanor died.

      Gideon began to understand. The power had not vanished. It had merely been transferred.

      “I had a little magick regenerated because I am royal. But women in this kingdom are powerless. We are chattel, used for men’s pleasure, with no rights. You saw what Theo’s life was like—hiding as a boy. It was not because boys are revered. It is because girls in this kingdom are taken to be sold as slaves. My sister, Alyssa, is awaiting the transport. Soon, she will become a sex slave to a cruel Fae in the Skin world who relishes raping little girls. She is only six. It will kill her.

      “Those who are not selected for transport simply vanish. I heard rumors, and I believe they are true, that my father’s inner court sacrifices them and uses their blood in dark magick rituals.”

      His stomach clenched and his heart rate dropped in pure shock. Dear goddess…this was the true evil Oren had hidden. And all these days he’d had inklings from the nobles, but only Alia had told him the truth.

      “Why did you not tell me before?” he asked. “Why keep this terrible secret from me?”

      She made a helpless gesture. “What could you do? Your magick in this kingdom is not powerful enough to fight my father. Lord Ekim charged me to assassinate you. He is the noble in charge of guarding the tower where my sister is captive and in turn for me spilling your blood, he would arrange to have my sister escape. Once your blood was spilled, your father would declare war and in the chaos, Ekim would arrange to kill your father. My brother would ascend to the throne, and declare peace.”

      Gideon stared. “It’s an asinine plan.”

      “We are desperate. It is the only way we could free ourselves. Oren gains in dark power each day, and the Crimson Wizard cannot best him, even if he desired to.”  Tears streamed down her face. “I have lived as a boxed jewel because of my royal status. But my fellow female Fae are degraded, debauched and abused. I vowed to my mother I would do whatever I could to right this wrong.”

      Alia bit her lip. “You are within your rights to punish me. But know this. I fell in love with you, Gideon. You brought me out of the shadow where I existed, and filled my life with joy and hope. I would rather spend a few hours with you than have an eternity without you.”

      Insight filled him. Alia had hidden a dark secret. All her life she’d been miserable, but didn’t care about her own joy. Like him, she cared only about the fate of the women in her kingdom. Desperation had driven her to do this.

      Gideon saw his life, and hers, as if for the first time.

      Despite all his magick as the Crimson Wizard, his spirit had not been as powerful as Alia. Real strength was being powerless and having the courage to never give up. This woman, whom he trusted and had fallen in love with, had opened his eyes at last.

      “This is why the goddess removed my magick,” he murmured. “Not as punishment for aiding Tristan, but to open my eyes to the truth. I had grown too reliant on my powers, whereas you used whatever means you could to aid your people.”

      Finally she looked at him, two wet jewels shimmering with misery.

      “What are you going to do with me?” she whispered. “Kill me?”
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      “Some would say I would be justified to do so.”

      The deep timbre of his smoky voice stroked over her like a velvet lash. Her husband was well within his rights to slay her.

      Dagger in hand, Gideon approached until she could see the green flecks in his deep blue eyes, count the times the thick vein at his throat throbbed with the steady beat of his heart. She rose, instinct nudging her to back away. She kept inching backward until she hit the wall. Alia splayed her palms against the cool surface.

      “I trusted you,” he said softly. “With my heart, my soul, my very life.”

      “I know.” Alia raised her chin, steadying herself to meet death. Please, let Alyssa live. Please spare her.

      His free hand shot out, wrapped around her throat in the lightest of grips. She quivered, but made no attempt to run. If he stabbed her in the heart, she could not blame him, for her betrayal had been the deepest cut of all.

      “Before you do what you must, I beg only one favor. It is not for myself.” She swallowed the last of her pride, feeling it slip down her throat like acid. “My own life matters not. Only the lives of the women in this kingdom are important. Find a way to free my people.”

      Motionless, he looked down at her. Then he raised the dagger. Alia braced herself, her soul pierced with grief. She did not know why this Fae compelled her, why her spirit felt drawn to him. All she knew was the thought of separating from him filled her with heart wrenching anguish.

      Gideon stabbed the wall behind her.

      She released a shaky breath.

      Expecting him to squeeze tight the hand he still wrapped around her throat, she was stunned to feel his thumb stroke slowly over her pulse. “Alia,” he murmured, his touch sensual and gentle. “I asked you to trust me.”

      Gathering her courage, she looked straight at him. “I will, if you will trust me, Gideon. You give me so much, except yourself. You don’t share with me who you truly are or why you chose to go through with this marriage and if it is for the sake of peace, then why is peace so important? The only time I’ve seen the heart of you is in bed.”

      His thumb stilled. “You are right. No more secrets, wife.” He pushed a lock of hair behind her pointed ear. “I’m going to tell you everything. And then, together, we will figure out a way to defeat your father and rid this damn kingdom of the evil that threatens it. But what I will tell you must remain between us.”

      He made her sit, and then took a deep breath. His smile seemed rueful. “When I finish telling you, you may want to try to kill me all over again.”

      Alia’s heart raced. “Gideon, that’s not funny.”

      “I’m not joking.” He looked straight at her. “I am not Prince Gideon of the Winter Kingdom. I am the Crimson Wizard.”

      Her breath caught. “No. It’s impossible,” she whispered, shock making her feel faint. “The Crimson Wizard is immortal and omnipotent. You’re an ordinary Dark Fae prince!”

      “My magick is Dark Fae.” He stretched out his hands and studied them.  “I was stripped of my Crimson Wizard powers by the goddess Danu as punishment for aiding a friend, a fellow wizard. She sent me here, to your kingdom, under the guise of glamour. The only power I have is the magick I had when I was a mere mortal, the powers of a dark Fae.”

      Her head swam with this new information.

      “Our marriage served a purpose – to unite the two kingdoms.” Something flickered in his gaze. “I had planned to marry during my mortal life to do the same – and bring an end to the Fae Wars.”

      Stomach clenching, she tried to digest the shocking news, but her logical self could not comprehend the truth. “If you are the Crimson Wizard that makes you… very old.”

      “I am fourteen hundred years old.”

      Something deep inside her stirred, an ancient memory, perhaps. She had no time to entertain memories. She was too busy trying to grasp at the seriousness of what he’d revealed. Alia fisted her hands. “You’re right. I do wish to kill you all over again.”

      But she didn’t. She had fallen in love with this man, only to find out he was an imposter. Anger and grief knotted her stomach.

      “How could you do this?! Everything we’ve shared is a farce!”

      A muscle jumped in his jawline. “Danu arranged it all, glamouring me so everyone, but those closest to me such as Kieran, would think I was the youngest son of the Winter King. I had little choice.”

      “You could have told me!” She fisted her hands, trying to control their shaking. Her stomach knotted with grief and fury.

      “And if I had had told you from the time we were married, with all the spies in your father’s kingdom, there was a chance they might discover the truth. As the wife of the Crimson Wizard, you faced far greater danger than as a party in a marriage agreed upon by both kings. Since I had lost my wizard powers, I could not guarantee your safety.”

      White lines bracketed his mouth and his brow knit. “I vowed long ago to never again let a woman under my protection risk her life.”

      His words made sense, but her emotions were in a whirl. Gideon the Crimson Wizard! She felt used and deceived. No longer able to control her emotions, Alia lunged at him, pushing him against the wall. “You lied to me! All this time I thought you were a Dark Fae, not a member of the Brehon!”

      She began beating at his chest, all the misery and anger boiling up inside her. “I should have aimed for your heart, not your shoulder! You used me for your own purpose! And now that you have what you wanted, you will end this and leave all the women in our misery?”

      He made no attempt to defend himself, but let her hit him. Gideon was far stronger, but he did nothing until her rage turned to sobs.

      “I loved you, damnit! I was forced into this marriage, just as I was forced into trying to kill you. I loved you and you played me for a fool!”

      “Alia, stop.”

      He caught her wrists. She would have struggled, except for the shocking move he did next.

      The Crimson Wizard, the guardian and judge of all Fae, the immortal who could slay her with a single flick of his finger when his powers returned, fell to his knees before her. He clasped her trembling hands.

      “Forgive me, my love,” he whispered. “I never intended to hurt you. My greatest purpose was to discover the evil tainting this kingdom. Never to deceive or harm you, Alia.”

      Alia hesitated, not knowing what to think. She waited.

      Grief and sadness shadowed his expression. “I swore I would never love another woman when I lost my Eleanor almost a thousand years ago. I am sorry for deceiving you, Alia. But I don’t regret our marriage. Not for a single moment.”

      She went still as he gazed up at her. “I will never stop loving Eleanor. But I am certain that my heart is ready again because I’ve fallen in love with you, Alia.

      “Your strength, your courage and your dedication to your people are but few of the qualities I treasure. Most of all, I cherish your tender heart and your selflessness. Once all I craved was power and control as the Crimson Wizard. My biggest fear was being powerless. But I lost my magick and found you. You are far more precious to me than the powers of all the Brehon.”

      A hank of dark gold hair curtained his face as he lowered his head. “I had always intended to tell you the truth, indeed, I planned to tell you before Danu lifted the deception from the eyes of the Fae. I do not know what fate brought us together, Alia, but no matter what happens to me, I will always love you. And when I return to my position as the Crimson Wizard, I will arrange for us to be together.”

      She blinked hard, struggling to regain her composure. “How is that possible?”

      His smile was sad as he lifted his face to her. “I will do what I must so we can be together. Perhaps give up my powers as the Crimson Wizard and give them to the other wizards of the Brehon, if Danu will arrange it so they will protect and judge all Fae. I will not abandon my duties to my people, Alia. But nor will I abandon you.”

      Wonder filled her. No one had ever given up so much for her. She was the Fae who did all for everyone else. “Would you truly do that for me?”

      Gideon stood. He cupped her face and kissed her forehead, a sweet, gentle kiss filled with tenderness. “Yes. I would rather live a single day with you, then spend immortality without you.”

      Then he added in a low voice, “The choice is yours. If you choose to end our marriage, I will arrange it with Danu to grant your freedom.”

      Alia’s anger and grief began to dissolve. He had chosen to tell the truth. So would she.

      “No. I love you too, Gideon. We share no ordinary love, no ordinary bond. I don’t understand it, but I know in my heart we were meant to be together.”

      He waited, searching her gaze.

      “Some part of me sensed your true self, but I denied it,” she continued. “When you visited my father’s court last month as the Crimson Wizard and you gazed at me, I felt we were connected. My head denied it, but my heart did not.”

      She touched his cheek, her fingers trailing against his skin. Gideon sighed and leaned into her caress.

      “I pledged my heart to you, Gideon. I did not wish to hurt you, and I tried to think of a way out of doing so. I would rather die myself than hurt you again,” she whispered.

      Her husband was the Crimson Wizard. The wizard who had not ignored the cries of the Seelie Fae women, but who had not heard because the powerful, growing dark magick covering this kingdom had disguised them.

      Deep inside, her heart knew this Gideon and the Crimson Wizard were the same. She’d felt it in his touch, his passion when he made love to her.

      “I forgive you for trying to kill me,” he said, and his mouth twitched in a smile.

      She touched his lips with her finger. “And I forgive you for keeping the truth from me, husband. But no more lies. No more secrets between us.”

      “None. I promise, wife.” His gaze was solemn. “And now, let’s work on a plan to destroy your father and regain the Summer Kingdom so your brother will rule.”
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      They didn’t have much time left to strike at her father.

      Wrists chained together, Alia followed her husband into the throne room. His prisoner.

      Hidden in her skirts was a sharp dagger she’d strapped to her thigh.

      In a box Gideon carried was a replica of the poisoned blade she’d used on him. Gideon would present it as evidence, an excuse to draw close in order to steal the scepter.

      Stealing his diamond scepter was key to toppling Oren. The diamond was filled with pure dark energy.

      Alia fisted her hands, struggling to keep her composure as the curious courtiers stared openly at her.

      I am the wife of the immortal Crimson Wizard, who lost his powers when Danu punished him for aiding Tristan, the Silver Wizard.

      Powerless no more. Alia had seen Gideon grow in strength. Soon, he would regain all his powers. But he lacked the magick to eradicate an ancient Summer King. They could not wait, for Oren must be destroyed before the evil he spread overshadowed the entire kingdom.

      His fellow wizard, Xavier, had confirmed Gideon’s suspicions a short time ago. The drug that killed Maeve had been pure dark magick, the same poison coating the blade she’d used to stab Gideon.

      Chains rattled as she followed Gideon. He halted the required five feet from the edge of the dais. On the throne, her father gripped his scepter, the diamond glowing black.

      “King Oren, I bring evidence of your daughter’s crime. She tried to kill me.” Gideon spoke boldly and with confidence.

      Gasps from the assembled courtiers. Instead of beckoning Gideon forward, as normal court protocol demanded, Oren laughed. “I know.”

      She tried not to let panic grip her. She and Gideon planned to approach the king, then she would pretend to bolt and during the distraction as the guards chased her, Gideon would seize the scepter.

      “Guards. Take my daughter away to the antechamber.” Oren smiled. “Then, Prince Gideon, you and I will have a talk.”

      This wasn’t going to work.

      The moment the guards threw her into the antechamber. Alia began working on freeing herself. The chains were breakable, but Gideon had to make them look real.

      A voice spoke from the shadows. “Alia. Alone at last.”

      She knew this Fae. But what was Silvia doing here? Alia stared as her friend emerged from the corner, her hair mussed, her eyes wild.

      “Silvia ? How did they find you?”

      A slow smile. “I came to court on a certain request.”

      Alia’s heart raced. Here was the real enemy. Power pulsed from Silvia, pure black energy that pushed at Alia’s brain, threatened to suffocate her. She gasped for air.

      “W-ho requested y-you?” Alia stammered, struggling to speak amid the gathering darkness in the air, the pure heaviness.

      “My real lord. The Dark Lord. He asked me to kill you. All the other deaths, they fed him power. But you, what you carry with you, that magick… with the power you carry, once he has absorbed it, I doubt the goddess Danu could defeat him.”

      Alia stared in horror as her former friend tore at her face, leaving bloody furrows. But nothing could prepare her for the blood-curdling shock when the wounds healed and Silvia’s face changed.

      In the place of her friend was Lord Ekim, the noble who wished Alia to assassinate Gideon.

      Silvia gouged her flesh again, and assumed the face and body of a woman and the wounds healed once more.

      “D-dark glamour,” Alia whispered.

      “The darkest. Lord Ekim was the first blood sacrifice to my lord. So noble and good, he wished to bring me under his protection and marry me when King Oren noticed me. I met him in the forest, and fucked Lord Ekim…and slit his throat.”

      Ekim had been kinder to her than her own father. Grief pierced Alia, but she kept working at her bonds.

      “I drained his power, and gained the ability to use glamour once more. And then pledged my services to the Dark Lord. He has tried to gain a foothold in our kingdom, but the Crimson Wizard’s warding always kept him at bay. With Ekim’s murder, I opened a door. I became your father’s mistress to get close to him and turn him to the true power waiting for King Oren.

      “I made Scathal, and the drug ate away the addicts. For Oren, the drug took away the grief and pain of losing Willow. It slowly eroded his reason and sent him on the descent into madness. ”

      “The white fungus I saw in Cantabria…” One link fell open and she worked harder to loosen the others.

      “Five Fae addicted to the Scathal fled to the neutral town to escape the madness in their brains. The townspeople saw what they were and evicted them, but not before the drug’s residue poisoned the building the addicts inhabited. Each time another Fae became addicted, the fungus grew.”

      Silvia took a step forward, scrubbing at her skirts with blooded hands. “We women had no power, Alia. You know what that does to a Fae? We gave it all away because your father, that bastard, wanted his youngest wife to live. He loved her. And we gave away our damn magick to save that weakling, who died anyway!”

      “You were not forced to give it away. You did so willingly.”

      “Because of you, you stupid bitch! You asked us and we would have done anything for you. It’s your fault we were powerless and abused!”

      Guilt and grief entwined inside her. Alia kept working at the chains, trying to hide the action from Silvia. She must free herself.

      Silvia kept talking, her voice a high-pitched, thin screech as she walked the room, scrubbing her hands. “I became your father’s mistress after Willow died. It was the only way I saw to gain power. But even that wasn’t enough.”

      “I saved you from being raped,” Alia shot out, working the thin chains to break herself free. Almost there…

      Silvia’s laugh echoed through the chamber, shrill and cackling, the very edge of madness. “I wasn’t being raped. I went there willingly. Who else could I find to fuck me who would never tell and risk the king’s wrath? Oren hasn’t been hard since Willow’s death.”

      Silvia kept pacing the room. “Nothing, no potions, not even young virgins, nothing worked for Oren. After Willow died, he became flaccid as warm butter.”

      Rage consumed Alia, cold, dark rage. The chains spilled to the ground. She felt for the knife strapped to her thigh beneath her skirts, the skirts Oren ordered her to wear because they were ladylike.

      And female Fae must always be ladies.

      Not me.

      “You’re going to die, Alia. I will make it as painless as possible because you were my friend once. And then my Dark Lord will destroy Gideon. The Crimson Wizard will be gone forever. And I’ll absorb all your power and give it to my lord.”

      Her Gideon, her love. Not if I can help it.

      “I have no power, Silvia. You are wrong.”

      The Fae laughed. “Stupid, blind Alia. You have more power than you can possibly know. I see it because the darkness has opened my eyes. The Dark Lord instructed me to take your life, and steal all your magick.”

      Silvia’s voice cracked. “And I stole all your clothing. Just because you always had the finest wool dresses, and I wore linen.”

      The laughter turned into an evil cackle. Stunned, she watched her former friend’s face become sunken and gray, her eyes filled with blackness.

      “Time to die, Alia!”

      Hissing, Silvia sprang forward, sharp fangs erupting from her mouth, glistening with lavender poison. Alia thrust out the knife, sinking it into Silvia’s heart.

      Silvia screamed once, then gave a look of shock and collapsed. Alia stared at the blade, now glowing bright red as if forged from magick fire.

      If Silvia was filled with powerful dark magick, the blade should have slowed her friend, not killed her. But she wished for Silvia to die swiftly, painlessly. What magick was this that her wishes came true? She remembered the incident in the neutral territory.

      She did have magick. Power rushed through her, a rush like a heady wind.

      Alia wiped the knife on her dead friend’s dress. “I am not dying today. As for the dresses, keep them. Wool itches.”

      She raced into the outer chamber, the throne room where Oren held court.

      Her father stood on the dais as Gideon wrestled with him for the scepter. A terrible wind swirled around them, grayish swirls glittering with black. And then Oren bellowed out ancient words in Fae.

      “Dark forces, take life and eat the living! Nehilm!”

      Four giants erupted out of the wind, taking shape as four beasts with white fur, claws and red slashes for mouths. At least seven feet tall, they hissed and went for the courtiers.

      Chaos erupted in the throne room. Gideon withdrew his sword as the guards did the same to battle the beasts.

      Courtiers screamed and ran as a Nehilm bellowed and raked over one hapless nobleman, slaughtering the Fae with his claws. Blood sprayed the king’s face.

      Oren laughed and licked droplets off his mouth.

      Sword held out, Gideon faced one Nehilm. He whistled and Ariel and a squadron of fairies materialized. They began swirling around the beasts, distracting them.

      Alia reached Gideon’s side, but he shoved her behind him.

      “Get out of here. If I am killed, the fairies will take you to safety in the Winter Kingdom.”

      The hell with this. She had some kind of incredible power pulsing inside her. She would fight alongside him. Deep within her, came a roaring rage, a grief that she had not been able to fight last time they had faced such evil.

      Alia whipped out her dagger and barely took a step forward when her father saw her, flicked a hand and the blade went sailing out of her grip. The same punishing force knocked her to her knees. Darkness swirled around the king, a hurricane of glittering blackness so thick she could barely see his face.

      Peripheral vision showed Mauricio racing toward her. “Alia!”

      Her fingers curled around the quiver and bow her brother sent sailing through the air with his magick. The bow Mauricio had fashioned for her hands. He’d carved it from rowan wood.

      The quiver slung over her right shoulder, she armed the bow and raced toward the throne. Gideon fought the Nehilm with his sword, his aim true as he slashed one’s throat. Black blood sprayed, sinking into his skin with a hiss. Gideon ignored the injury, kept fighting as Ariel and her fairies dove into the fray, flinging poison darts into the thick hides of the Nehilm.

      Her husband had no wizard’s power. But by the gods, he was fighting as a warrior true.

      Alia paused only for a moment. Thinking of the darkest poison that would kill the undead, she licked the arrow’s tip. It burned red.

      Whatever tremendous power rested inside her, it could kill.

      She shot a Nehilm about to cleave Gideon in half.

      Writhing in agony, the Nehilm bellowed and fell back, clawing at its eye where Alia had shot him. Not hesitating, she armed the bow with another arrow. This time she thought of the tip glowing with pure power, eager to sink into the skin of the enemy.

      Her arrow sang home, directly into the beast’s throat. This time, it did not even scream, but fell dead before her shocked gaze.

      If arrows did this… She dropped the bow and thought of her palm glowing with energy. A bright red fireball appeared on her palm. It did not burn, only filled her with warmth and purpose.

      She flung it, sending it at the head of another Nehilm. The beast’s head exploded, black brain material and blood splattering an elegant tapestry depicting her great-grandfather’s coronation.

      The black wind wreathing her father lessened enough for her to see the maniacal look on his face. Then suddenly his expression changed to a terrified old man. Then back. The evil Oren pointed the scepter at her.

      “Your power is mine, Crimson Wizard,” Oren rasped. “I’ll drain you dry until you are a living husk.”

      “The scepter,” Gideon shouted. “Alia, watch out!”

      As her father laughed and pointed the black diamond at her, she flung out her hands, sending a pure red energy bolt at the swirling wind. The king’s face distorted, as if a mask filled with rage and hatred dropped over it. The mask dropped, showing a terrified ancient, the Fae who once had twirled her around when she was a child—the father who once made her laugh and sing.

      “No,” Oren screamed. “No more! I will not kill my daughter!”

      Grabbing the diamond atop the scepter with both hands, Oren began to glow with grayish light, and then brilliant yellow. Alia struggled through the maelstrom to reach her father, who poured all his good, light magick into the black diamond.

      As she reached the king, he released his hands. For a moment the diamond flared bright, shining white, the true magick of the king. Horror engulfed her.

      Oren was somehow absorbing the dark energy of the diamond into his body, turning the power of the diamond into pure white magick. As the darkness streamed in black mist into his body, he began to shrivel, his skin burning and turning charred.

      The dark energy was burning him from the inside out.

      “It’s safe now, purged of darkness. Take it Alia,” her father rasped. “Take the power now before the Dark Lord destroys you and the kingdom. I do love you, child.”

      He fell back, a burnt, blackened husk, screaming, his claw-like fingers grasping at nothing. Sobbing, Alia grabbed the diamond as a black shadow began creeping over the gemstone.

      Power shot through her, so much power she screamed from the burning. Gideon leapt over the dead bodies on the throne room floor, dropped and rolled and then grabbed her hand. The burning flared, and suddenly lessened.

      “Alia, hold fast! Merge with me,” Gideon shouted.

      She thought of making love with Gideon, how their spirits seemed to fuse as one. Power ebbed and flowed out of her. Blood seeped from her pores, oh goddess, so much power she could not hold it all. But Gideon was there, absorbing it, taking it from her.

      “Goodbye Summer King,” Gideon told him, and flung out pure red energy at her father.

      Oren exploded into black ash. The swirling wind slowed and stopped.

      Gideon turned, his expression triumphant turning to horror. He caught her in his arms.

      “No, my love,” he whispered. “Stay with me.”

      She struggled to keep conscious. The last sight she saw was Gideon, his face shining with love for her, his eyes glowing bright red, as if he’d regained all his Crimson Wizard powers and the good, light magick lit him up from within.

      And then the world went black and she saw no more.
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      Alia, his lovely mate, his wife, his love, was dying.

      The moment the scepter’s power rushed into him, he saw everything. Her pain, her love for him, the desperation and the grief for a sister she would do anything to save. Her grief at a life lost nearly one thousand years ago.

      He saw into her heart, and what lingered. Alia.

      Eleanor reborn. The gentle spirit of Eleanor that had slept until awakening in fierce, courageous Alia.

      Gideon gently cradled her body against his chest. He placed a hand on her heart, and the blood seeping out of her pores vanished, leaving her skin smooth. But she did not open her eyes.

      With a trembling hand, he smoothed back her hair. “Alia, I love you,” he whispered. “Please don’t die.”

      Sounds around him. He ignored them. This place of blood and death was not for his precious Alia. Gideon spied an open door leading to the outside and carried her into a small courtyard. A fountain bubbled there and roses bloomed among the vines climbing the wall.

      He barely glanced up as her brother Mauricio rushed outside. Blood streaked the prince’s face. “Alia,” the heir cried out. He made as if to move toward her.

      A red bolt of energy sailed out of Gideon’s fingers, striking the prince, who flew backward and tumbled to the ground.

      “Don’t touch her,” Gideon warned. He brushed back a lock of hair from her pale, pale face.

      His Crimson Wizard powers had returned. He cared not. Gideon concentrated and tried to pour them into Alia, to heal her, bring her back.

      But her eyes remained closed and she barely breathed.

      Brilliant flashes of light erupted in the courtyard. He felt a rush of power and knew his fellow Brehon—Xavier, Tristan, Drust and Cadeyrn, were with him.

      He cared not.

      “Gideon, my friend, you cannot attack the new Summer King before his coronation,” Tristan said gently.

      He only held Alia tighter. “Go away, Tristan. Leave us alone.”

      Besides him, Xavier and Cadeyrn stood close. “Let her go, Gideon,” Xavier whispered. “I’m so sorry, but you must let her go.”

      “Never.” He kissed her forehead. He was once more the Crimson Wizard. He could carry her across the world if he must, for he once more had the power. All the power, except to restore her life.

      “Gideon,” said Drust, the newest wizard of the Brehon.

      “Quiet,” he snapped. “She needs peace. Let her have peace for once in her damn life.”

      She was so broken and battered. He touched her cheek, sending more tendrils of healing energy into her still form. Bruises vanished, wounds mended.

      But her heart still would not beat fast. It only faded.

      Gideon picked her up and began walking around the courtyard, her long sable hair spilling over his arms. Tears streamed down his cold cheeks. Cold as Alia. The salt water burned, and felt unfamiliar. He had not cried in hundreds of years.

      He cried now, for the love he lost, for the life he cherished, the only woman he’d ever loved. Eleanor reborn to a strong, healthy body in Alia.

      His eyes had finally opened to the truth the moment he’d seen her wield his Crimson Wizard powers. His heart had known, but his mind denied the truth because he did not think he deserved such a gift.

      Danu had taken away his powers and given them to the only woman Gideon had sworn to love.

      “Gideon.” Cadeyrn’s voice was much firmer now. “Let her go.”

      Tristan placed a hand on his arm. “We’ll take good care of her, Gideon. I promise.”

      “She’s so cold,” he whispered. “So cold. I must get her warm again.”

      Home. They needed to be home, in the manor, in the bedroom where they had experienced so much joy. So much tenderness and life she brought into his life, before he’d known she was his long-lost love.

      Gideon blinked and dematerialized to their bedroom. He laid her gently upon the bed.

      The others followed him. And then another brilliant flash of light and a goddess of ethereal beauty emerged from it. Gideon did not bow his head before Danu. For the first time in one thousand years, he ignored her.

      All that mattered was Alia.

      A single tear dripped down his cheek as he finally looked up at the goddess. And then another.

      “I couldn’t save her. I lacked the power,” he confessed. “It’s my fault she died again.”

      “You could not save her with your magick,” Danu agreed. “But you did save her with your heart and your love.”

      His helpless gaze fell to Alia. So pale and still.

      “You gave her your heart, Gideon, and risked your own life for her. It is what bonded you forever to her soul.”

      The goddess rested a hand on Alia’s forehead. “The power transference from the white light Oren transmuted was too overwhelming for a mortal like Alia. But she is not dead. She would have died, had you not taken on the power to lessen its impact. Alia sleeps in a deep coma, and will awaken when her body is able to absorb the magick.”

      He did not dare to hope. One did not hope after one thousand years of heartache and grief. “I can’t go on without her,” he said in a broken voice.

      “You will not be forced to make that choice, my wizard. I will make her body stronger, and able to contain all the power she absorbed.”

      Danu leaned over and breathed upon Alia. White light wreathed his bride, and then with the next breath, Alia inhaled, taking the white light into herself, her body glowing.

      The light faded with the next breath, but her heart beneath his trembling palm beat strong and certain.

      Gideon closed his eyes, barely able to speak for the overwhelming joy flooding him. “Thank you.”

      The goddess nodded. “When I removed your magick as the Crimson Wizard, I had to transfer it. I gave it to Alia. She has held it all this time.”

      Drust blinked. “How could she have the power of one of us? She’s mortal.”

      “There are certain gems that can contain it. The jewels Alia was forced to wear contained the magick, which she tapped into during her most desperate moments. The diamonds can hold tremendous magick, good and evil, while protecting the mortal who holds them. Oren’s diamond scepter held evil, while Alia’s diamonds contained your powers, Gideon.”

      Danu turned to Gideon. “You have your Crimson Wizard magick back, Gideon. Not only yours, but the magick Oren transmuted from the Dark Lord into good, white magick. Each time a Fae suffered in the Summer Kingdom, Oren’s diamond scepter grew darker with power.” Danu’s mouth quirked in a slight smile. “You are the most powerful wizard now among the Brehon.”

      “Dude, don’t let it go to your head,” Xavier quipped.

      “You’re still the ugliest among us,” Tristan added.

      Danu gave them both a severe look.

      Cadeyrn did not smile. “You fail to realize what this means.” The eldest wizard of the Brehon, who had seen civilizations rise and fall, swept them all with a troubled look. “The balance is upset. Gideon can destroy us all.”

      He rubbed his temples, struggling to deal with this new reality. Emotions overwhelmed him. Joy at knowing Alia would live. Humility and fear that he had so much power, he could kill his fellow wizards. Such a tremendous responsibility.

      The one with the answers stood before them, quiet, petite, but filled with ageless wisdom and power. Gideon held out his hands.

      “Why me?” he asked the goddess.

      Danu touched the scars on his wrist. “When you became my Crimson Wizard, I asked if you wished to have these removed. You declined. You wanted the marks as a humbling reminder of your mortality, and your mortal heart that had loved your people so much, you were willing to die for them. The marks remain, my wizard.”

      Understanding filled him. “You trust I will not abuse my new powers, but use them to judge and guide the Fae as I have in the past.”

      “Quite.” Danu glanced at the sleeping Alia. “Power you now share with your wife. I made her immortal as you are, Gideon. Together, you will be a formidable new force to fight the darkness encroaching on the world of Others, the evil that threatens the Skin world as well. The Dark Lord is gaining new followers and new footholds. We must gather our forces and strengths to defeat him.”

      Gideon glanced down at Alia. “There is purpose.”

      “There always is.”

      Cadeyrn looked resigned. He was the only remaining wizard left to be punished for sharing power to restore Tristan to life. Sharing power was forbidden among the wizards.

      “And now my lady, I am next?” Uncertainty flickered over the Shadow Wizard’s face.

      Danu gave him a cryptic look. “In time. I will see to it. In time. I have an assignment first for Gideon’s friend, Kieran.”

      The other wizards sucked in a collective breath as Danu vanished.

      “I hate it when she does that,” Xavier muttered. “Leaves us guessing what will happen next.”

      “But everything Danu does is worth it,” Gideon countered. He smoothed back the hair from Alia’s face. There was purpose. Passion.

      Most of all, love.

      He and Alia’s lives would change forever. Gideon wouldn’t have it any other way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        One month later

      

    
    
      Time to deliver a little old-fashioned wizardly revenge.

      Clad in customary Crimson Wizard clothing of a red tunic piped with gold, red leggings and red boots, Gideon materialized inside the Diamond Palace of the Summer Kingdom.

      Dark blond hair tipped with crimson, he looked as he had before losing his powers.

      The only noticeable difference was the wide silver belt around his lean waist. The belt had a silver buckle etched with the emblem of both Summer and Winter courts, a gift from his bride.

      Gideon walked through the throne room, appreciating the changes King Mauricio had made. Gone were the glittering, hard panes of diamond that made the room sparkle and shine, but blocked the direct sunlight. New windows allowed in wide shafts of sunshine.

      The room sparkled now with conversation and life, instead of the cold, dead worship of a Fae King who suppressed women.

      As he walked through the room, nobles and ladies greeted him with wide smiles. A circlet of silver upon his head instead of the heavy diamond and silver crown his father preferred, Mauricio lingered by one window, chatting with his advisors. At a nod from one, the king turned and saw him. A wide smile graced the king’s lean, handsome face as he came forward to greet him.

      “Gideon!”

      The new Summer King greeted him by clasping his forearm in a show of respect from one warrior to another. Gideon did the same, and then hugged him. Mauricio laughed and slapped his back.

      “How is my sister?” the king asked.

      “Very well.” Gideon’s glance flicked to the tight group of Fae gathered by the window, still in deep discussion. At least two Fae were women.

      The balance still remained uneven, but it was a good start.

      “I was discussing training sessions for all the kingdom’s women. My weapons advisor is arranging a schedule.” The king grinned. “My goal is to teach all the women to fight, and be even better than my personal guard. Perhaps I will replace my guard with them in time.”

      The new king frowned. “I have weeded out all the evil guards who committed such atrocities on women. They are learning I will not tolerate such abuse. It will be a long road back to healing, but I believe with my people’s help, I can make the Summer Kingdom into a place of peace and equality for all.”

      Gideon clapped him on the back. “Good. If you need my help, call on me.”

      “I will.” Mauricio’s brown gaze turned serious. “I want your guidance and advice, Gideon. There have been too many terrible wrongs in this land. It’s time to bring justice back.”

      Mauricio would make an excellent ruler. He was young, but kind, wise and fair.

      “Speaking of justice, there is a matter I need to address. One of your guards wished to abuse Alia.”

      The king’s face darkened with fury. “Who? Who dared to touch my beloved sister?”

      “His name is Camus.”

      

      Gideon materialized outside the royal stockyards. In the pig pen, a short, bulky Fae with red streaks in his hair slopped the pigs with a disgruntled expression.

      Gideon’s nose wrinkled. The pigs smelled, but much viler was the stench of Camus. Mauricio had informed him that he’d caught Camus groping of the female servants and assigned him to the stockyards, where he would work only with animals.

      Gripping his hands on the wood fence railing, Gideon leaned over. “Camus.”

      The Fae straightened, saw the red glow of Gideon’s power pulsing like a neon light. He yelped and dropped the bucket.

      Gideon waved a hand, transporting them both to a private room inside the palace with no furniture, only four bare walls. Hooking his hands behind his back, he paced.

      “You dared to laugh and try to touch Alia, who was mine and mine alone to touch.” Gideon whirled, facing him. “I warned you would pay.”

      The guard gulped and backed away. “I didn’t know you were the Crimson Wizard! I never would have touched her…”

      “But you would debase other women. King Mauricio has advised me that you have used and abused many, and he refrained from administering justice so that I may do so for what you did to his sister, my wife. You are a despicable excuse for a Fae, and your actions make you more disgusting and dirtier than a lowly cockroach. Your treatment of women will end. Here. Now.”

      Power surged through him, a clean, cutting blade. He flicked a finger at the hapless guard.

      One minute he was Seelie Fae. The next…

      Gideon blew at his finger as if it were a smoking pistol. A brilliant flash of red light filled the room, and then Alia stood before him. An ethereal silk gown of summer blue draped her curvy body, and a wide gold belt ringed her waist. Gideon’s heart swelled. Every time he saw her, joy filled him. He had found his love, and they would be together for all eternity.

      His love. His life. And now, his critic.

      A sigh and a headshake.  “Really, husband? Overkill much?”

      “Hello, wife.” He gave her a fond look. “It was necessary. I was merciful, since he took the lead from King Oren, who set the standard amongst his men.”

      They turned and studied Camus, who was now a large, brown cockroach, antenna twitching as it crawled across the room.

      The roach let out an unearthly squeal as the Crimson Wizard raised one boot as if to squash him.

      “Turning him into a toad would have sufficed, Gideon.”

      Gideon kissed her, her mouth soft and warm beneath his. “Not as much fun. And you, my love, have brought such joy back into my life that I can have fun.”

      He gave her a grin filled with mischief. “Would you like to see my dance? I call it ‘The Camus Flamenco.’”

      Gideon began stepping around the room in an elaborate series of moves, stomping his booted feet hard. Alia shook her head, laughing as the roach darted away in a frantic means to escape.

      “Enough.” She fisted her hands in his tunic, drawing him down for another long, lingering kiss. “Turn him back. Let him know we are watching, and he will never get away with this again.”

      “Your wish is my command.” Gideon picked up her hand. “But why not do it yourself? You have sufficient control over your powers now.”

      Alia considered. “Very well.”

      Sliding his arms around her waist, he bent his head to whisper into her pointed ear. “Remember what I told you. Imagine him in his natural form, concentrate and direct a beam of energy at his body.”

      Licking her lips, Alia flicked out a hand. The cockroach vanished.

      Only to be replaced by a brown earthworm, wriggling frantically.

      “Oh dear.” She turned in Gideon’s arms. “I suppose this is how I imagined his natural form. A fat worm.”

      Gideon shrugged. “Mauricio will not mind. Put him in the garden to work the soil.”

      “I should ward him so no one uses him for fishing bait.” She flicked out another hand, and a slight red glow ringed the wriggling worm. Then the worm vanished.

      “You did well,” he praised her. “Shall we return home now to Tir Na-nog? I have an urgent need to slather your lovely body with warm oil, and do wicked things between your legs with my mouth.”

      The seductive smile she gave him made his heart beat faster. Immortality with his beloved Alia would prove interesting.

      “Yes, let’s be off.”

      “Your wish is my command,” he murmured, and waving a hand, brought them home at last.
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