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Author's Note


A Gift for the Fae Warrior  is an optional read in the Courts of Faery series, and is set approximately six months prior to A Bargain with the Fae King.




Chapter One


Áine’s Day, the celebration of family in honor of the ancient Seelie queen, was a joyful time…for most fae. For Galen, though, it picked at old scars in a way that made his chest ache and urged him to hide from the world. 
He shivered. The thick cloth of his guard uniform sheltered him from the winter chill but did nothing to warm the heavy emptiness in his chest. The grim thoughts were out of place, given the holiday. A whisper of festivity came from the outer yard. Fae chatted as they finished preparations for the upcoming celebration. But he couldn’t bear to be in the middle of that all day.
Galen gave the horse one last, affirming scratch on his muzzle before pulling away. The mare snorted her disappointment, and he couldn’t help the way his lips quirked up in one corner. She was such a needy girl. Truthfully, he didn’t mind though. There was something calming about being with the horses. Trust and loyalty lay between them, something he’d strived for all his life with his fellow fae but never quite achieved. 
Horses didn’t judge the way fae did. They didn’t see a fae of mixed heritage, only knew he tended and loved them far deeper than most. 
He glanced toward the city of Virideria, capital of the Forest Fae, as he exited the stables in the outer yard. It rose like a mountain from the surrounding plains and forest, a towering mass of stonework and plant life more living than not. Tall trees stretched skyward, catching the last rays of the afternoon sun on their too-bare branches. Most of the year, the sight took his breath away. But with winter settled over the land, most trees had shed their leaves. The shrubs and vines lay dormant. No flowers bloomed.
It didn’t help that the magic of the land was fading—painfully so. If it continued, the verdant land he loved would be gone, reduced to a near lifeless existence for all seasons and all time.
The occasional burst of high laughter carried far beyond the labyrinth-like city, a poignant reminder of the preparations underway. Even the nearby fae practicing in the yard were more jovial than serious, teasing and taunting one another.
In truth, he probably should have been in the city helping with preparations, but something about Áine’s Day always made him sad. It was a celebration of family, of the great sacrifice of the last fae queen. 
Before the numerous fae courts arose, there were only two: Seelie and Unseelie—the dark fae. Legend said the Seelie queen, Áine, so powerful her magic stretched her life far beyond what any currently living fae could comprehend, felt her days growing thin. It was time to decide an heir lest the magic choose for her upon her death. But she had many children and loved them all dearly. It was an impossible choice, as was leaving it for the magic to decide. There was already strife amongst her children, and she wouldn’t pass into the aether only to leave behind war amongst those she loved. 
So, the queen did the only thing left to do. She gathered the last of her strength and split the powers within her. She pushed out a piece of her magic to each of her children. In doing so, Áine faded away, but the various Seelie courts were born, her children their first queens and kings.
The holiday celebrated her sacrifice, her love for her family.
Bitterness teased Galen’s tongue, and he huffed a sigh. He wouldn’t be spending the holiday night with his family, as many fae did. He may have his parents’ blood in his veins, but his true family was here in the capital amongst his fellow members of the royal guard. In fact, there was only one individual he truly wanted to spend the day with. 
As if his thoughts conjured her, Galen caught sight of a figure stalking his way, blond hair shining in the sun. 
Sylvie. Just the sight of her warmed him. 
She waved, bouncing on her toes as she picked up her pace and jogged toward him. “There you are!” 
Though Sylvie dressed as he and all the rest of the guard and was a head shorter than most, he never failed to find her, drawn by a pull that was as impossible to ignore as it was difficult to acknowledge. At least to her.
“What are you up to?” She planted her hands on her hips in what could be an intimidating stance if not for the broad smile that dimpled her cheeks.
His lips curled up in return, something they often did of their own accord in her presence. “Just checking on the horses.”
Sylvie rolled her eyes. “As if you didn’t already do that this morning.”
He shrugged. Spending too much time with them was impossible, in his opinion anyway. Sure, there were plenty of grooms and stable hands, but as part of the king’s guard, they were required to see to their own horses as well, build a bond between beast and fae. None of them seemed to enjoy that duty quite as much as Galen. 
“You know me,” he said.
“Yes.” She winked. “I do.” 
And she did, better than anyone probably. Not that she could lie about it if she wanted to. No fae could. That was an entirely human ability, and humans were a rarity in the Court of the Forest these days.
“Anyhow.” She dropped her arms and looked away, a touch of color rising to her cheeks. “I came to ask if you—”
A tingle of magic zipped across his skin. 
Sylvie must have felt it too because whatever she planned to ask disappeared into the breeze as she turned toward its source.
A fae had appeared at the honing point, shifting there from somewhere beyond the capital. Somewhere far away, by the outpouring of magic that rolled across Galen’s skin. A jump from somewhere nearby wouldn’t generate such a powerful magical signature. 
The newcomer collapsed to their knees, as if the shift had taken all of their magic and left them on the edge of consciousness. 
The fine hairs on the back of Galen’s neck rose.
Shit. No one would push themselves so hard unless there was trouble. 
Not a word passed between them as he and Sylvie sprinted toward the honing point—magical shapes and symbols worked into the ground to aid fae in shifting from place to place. Those with the ability anyway. Only magically strong fae could shift at all.
The man on the ground reached for them, his other hand pressed against a smear of spreading crimson on his uniform. Galen recognized him now. Cirrio, one of the guards assigned to assist in the protection of Amantia and the human who resided there.
Sylvie gasped, drawing up short.
Something tight and terrible gripped Galen’s chest as he dropped to one knee at the man’s side. “What happened?”
“An attack! Unseelie in Amantia.”
Close to the border. The Unseelie hadn’t made it far, but their ability to slip past the protective wards and enter the territory of the Forest at all was troubling. More than. 
Sweat dotted the man’s skin. His breaths rose and fell in heavy gasps. It had taken all he had to travel so far—probably shifted in one movement. The nasty wound didn’t help.
“We need a healer!” Sylvie yelled to the fae in the yard.
“Must tell Ambrose,” Cirrio groaned. 
“We’ll handle it from here.” Galen clasped the man’s shoulder. The Captain of the Guard had to be informed at once, but Cirrio had done enough. 
“Ambrose is meeting with Rivenean,” Sylvie said.
The king. Good. Might as well tell them both at once. 
She held out her hand. “Let’s go.”
Galen squeezed the man’s shoulder. “Rest. You’ve done your job.”
“There’s more.” Cirrio hissed in pain as the other fae neared. “They took Eugene.”
A dark pit may well have opened up and swallowed Galen whole. Sylvie’s shocked reply was no more than a buzzing hum as he digested the man’s words. The human. 
Of course. 
There were so few left in the forest, all of them older, near the end of their years. It was the reason for their fading magic. By some cruel twist of fate, or ill magic of old, all the Seelie courts, even the Unseelie, had become dependent on humans to enliven their magic and thus the land itself. But many of the doors to the human realm within the Court of the Forest were closed. They had been for ages.
But as bad as things were for them, they were much worse for the Unseelie. Their last king died ages ago, taking the heart of their magic with him. Without a leader, and with few humans about, their magic grew stale, faded away to near nothing, and took the magic of the land with it. What remained was a hard, barren place with little life and less joy. 
It was what would happen to the Court of the Forest if things didn’t change.
Galen stepped back as other fae swarmed in to aid the injured guard. Sylvie grabbed his hand and laced her fingers through his. 
Before he could savor her touch, she shifted them away.




Chapter Two


The world shifted around them in the blink of an eye. One moment they were in the outer yard; the next, they stood outside the doors of the king’s private office. Such a short shift rarely took much time, and all too quickly, Sylvie dropped his hand.  
But there was no time for remorse, not with news of an attack.
Rivenean Silvanus, King of the Forest Fae—or Riven, as he preferred to be called—no doubt felt them appear outside his office. He was king for a reason, succeeding his father at a young age to lead the fae of the forest. Ambrose, too, would have felt their approach. Still, Galen rapped hard on the wooden door to announce their presence. It was a courtesy, one of the rules he lived by.
A moment passed before Ambrose’s deep, gruff voice rang beyond the carved doors, bidding them enter. 
Galen pushed open the door and held it for Sylvie to follow. 
The room was much as it always was—long and wide, with dark-barked tree trunks making up much of its walls. Tree branches arched overhead in a ceiling that wasn’t completely enclosed. Only old magic kept the rains from touching the rich carpets laid over the stone floors or the ornate cushioned furniture that dotted the space, lending to comfortable conversations, even if the topic was less than relaxing. As one of the king’s elite, royal guard, Galen often met in confidence with the king himself and his close advisors. 
But today, the king wore an expression he didn’t often don in private: wonder, excitement, and dare he say, hope? The fluttering of it caught in Galen’s chest for a moment before the reason he was there smothered it. 
“I do hope you’re right,” Ambrose said to Riven, finishing up whatever conversation they’d been having.
Riven leaned back in his chair. Rays of sunset spilled across his long brown hair where it tumbled over his shoulders, bringing out gold in the strands. He was the portrait of a proud, contented king in that moment, especially with the open archways behind him letting in a view of the sprawling city beyond. 
The king poured out plenty of confidence for his people, his court, trying to be brave in the face of their fading magic. Only those close to Riven knew how dire their situation really was and how it ate away at the young king and his inability, thus far, to fix it. But not today. Whatever they discussed, it truly pleased the king. 
Galen’s throat tightened. And here they were, about to smother that joy.
“She has to be it.” The king’s gaze turned wistful. “I feel it.”
She? 
Sylvie cut Galen a quick look, the same question in her eyes, but there was no time to ask. Not now.
“What is it?” Ambrose asked, turning fully to them at last. 
A bit of silver colored his beard, more prominent there than his dark brown hair, a shade similar to Galen’s own. Ambrose had been Captain of the Guard many years before Riven became king, but that didn’t mean age had taken its toll. Far from it. Ambrose still fought with all the physical and magical strength of youth. The captain could beat Galen in a duel, much as he was loath to admit it.
Galen cleared his throat as he shifted on his feet. “There’s been an attack.”
Riven’s joy vanished in a heartbeat, replaced by an intensity that sent his eyes glowing green and his lips drawing back in a near snarl.
“Where?” the king and Ambrose asked at the same time.
“Amanita. It was the Unseelie.” The word clanged in the air like dissonant bells vying for dominance. 
Riven slammed his hand on the desk with a colorful curse. “Terrible timing.”
Questions rolled unspoken across Galen’s tongue. Because of the holiday? Or because of whatever you discussed?
“Aye,” Ambrose echoed. 
“There’s more.” Sylvie’s voice rang with confidence. “The Unseelie took Eugene.”
Riven and Ambrose went eerily still. Galen could have sworn the temperature dropped, and the nearby trees groaned in agony. 
Ambrose broke the tense silence. “We go at once.”
“Yes, sir,” Galen and Sylvie answered in unison. 
“I need to stay.” Riven closed his eyes as a portion of the desk cracked under his palm. 
Galen fought against the rise of his brows, aching to ask why. This wasn’t like Riven. He’d expected the king to shift to the city the moment he heard their report, eager to cull the threat and see to his people. It was what he’d done before, other times the Unseelie had caused trouble.
Ambrose set his jaw but said nothing. That alone spoke volumes. He’d no trouble speaking frankly to his king. Whatever commanded Riven’s attention—this she—had to be of the utmost importance. 
Something heavy in his stomach turned over. 
Change was in the air. Good or bad, he couldn’t yet say. 
“I have to see her again,” Riven said to Ambrose as he opened his eyes, ones that glowed bright green with emotion. “If the Unseelie grow this bold, if the worst has happened to Eugene… We need her.”
Sylvie’s hand grazed Galen’s, causing his heart to leap into his throat. He glanced at her from the corner of his eye, just in time to see her mouth, A human?
The question slammed into him like a key turning a lock. This she, this woman he knew nothing of before this moment, must have been a human. It was the one thing more important to the king than defending his territory—finding a young, gifted human who could help him revive it.
Galen’s eyes widened in wonder as he gave a slight nod to Sylvie.
“Go now.” Riven shifted his gaze to Galen and Sylvie, his voice carrying all the authority of his rank. “Capture the intruders if you can. Kill them if you must.”
“At once, my king,” they echoed again. 
Galen grabbed Sylvie’s hand, prepared to shift. The simple touch gave him more strength and surety than he’d ever admit. They’d go to the honing point first to conserve their magic in the longer shift to Amanita. They’d need all their strength for whatever awaited them.
“I’ll gather more of the guard and meet you there,” Ambrose said. 
The last of his words still hung in the air as Galen and Sylvie shifted away.




Chapter Three


Screaming was the first thing Galen heard—a high, keening wail filled with such sorrow it pierced to his bones.  
Fire licked up a building not far from the central square of Amanita, where they’d shifted to. Fae ran this way and that, several carrying buckets of water. Forest magic was little help against flame, a significant danger to the enormous trees looming around them. Many homes were carved out of the massive trunks or built onto their sides like mushrooms growing out of a log. Rope bridges connected the trees in a great web, the fire flickering precariously close to the underside of one. 
Sylvie bolted toward a fae rushing in their direction. They wore the long robes that marked them a village elder, a fae of authority over the locale. She yelled something, her words lost as Galen tried to gain his bearings. 
What Galen wouldn’t have given for her ability to adapt so quickly, to rush into any situation with confidence. In battle, he could lose himself and let instinct take over. But in situations like this, he was always a bit awkward, taking too long to think through things and figure out the next step. He blamed that—and so much else—on his father. One too many childhood lessons on strategy, and his mind always rushed ahead before the rest of him, trying to plan steps in advance while leaving him standing still.
He gathered himself and raced after Sylvie. The flames were already dimming, snuffed by the efforts of the locals. 
“More are coming,” Sylvie assured the elder. 
The older male wrung his hands in front of him, a vision of worry. 
“Where are the Unseelie? Which way did they go?” Galen snapped. They had to find them. Stop them.
The elder startled. “That way.” He gestured vaguely to the direction behind Galen. “Had to be more than a dozen of them.”
Not many then, not really. A group that small couldn’t conquer a village like this. They’d be vastly outnumbered, especially once word reached the capital. It must have been a targeted attack, a plan to steal the human. 
The high, screaming wail he’d first heard when they arrived came again, cutting off the elder’s words. 
Galen turned toward a woman sitting in a heap on a grassy stretch of ground near the base of a tree. Long, dark hair tumbled around her shoulders as she hunched with her head in her hands and let out another sob. A second woman clung to her as if to provide comfort. 
“She’s hurt.” Sylvie was off and running toward them in an instant. Galen started to follow. 
But the elder said, “No.” 
Galen froze, twisting back toward the man. 
“Eugene, the human,” the elder clarified, though Galen already knew, “was her mate.”
An ache built in his chest for the woman. It was a horrible thing to have someone you loved taken, and on a holiday to celebrate family, no less. His gaze glued to the woman drowning in her grief with Sylvie kneeling beside her. Eugene was old, his life near its end. The spark of magic his humanity provided to the Court of the Forest was dim already. It would be little help to the Unseelie hoping to revive their territory. Why take him?
“We’ll do our best to get him back,” Galen said. “Did they take anything else?”
At length, the elder tore his gaze from the woman. “Some food. A few tonics. Nothing important.”
The typical Unseelie thefts. Taking a human though… That was new. Desperate. 
He swallowed down the tightness in his throat. A nightmare.
Familiar magic rolled over his skin, leaving tingles in its wake. He didn’t need to turn to know Ambrose and others had arrived from the capital. 
“The village was busy with the last preparations for tonight’s feast,” the elder continued, his voice quavering. “They surprised us. Even the guards were caught unaware.”
“Where are they? The guards?” Galen asked, dreading the answer. Only Cirrio had shifted to the capital. Whatever had happened to the others was a mystery. 
“With the healers and seeing to the flames.” The elder shifted on his feet. “We feared their return or another attack by the enemy,” he said, as if trying to explain why they’d been called on, as if it was some failure of his leadership. Fool—that was the last thing to be worried about this night. Of course they needed to know and to help, especially since a human was involved.
Galen sensed Ambrose’s approach before he saw him. Not his magic, exactly, though that was potent enough, but the man had an imposing presence all his own. Not that he was hard or cruel, far from it, though his appearance sometimes gave that impression, particularly the scar on the side of his face. Galen had never asked about the scar or its source, but whatever had happened, Ambrose was lucky it hadn’t taken his life.
“Eugene was her mate,” Sylvie said, returning to his side as Ambrose approached. 
Galen nodded. To Ambrose, he said, “They fled that way.”
“We’ll go after ’em,” the captain promised to the elder, echoing Galen’s earlier words. A heartbeat later, Ambrose shouted orders to the members of the guard who’d accompanied him, his voice rising above the chaos. 
Some he commanded to aid the villagers, most to go after the Unseelie. 
“You two, with me,” Ambrose ordered.
“I smell them this way,” Argus, another member of the guard, said as they approached. His long hair was pulled back and bound behind his head like a horse’s tail. A popular fae fashion, one Sylvie wore as well. 
Not Galen though. He preferred his hair short and out of the way.
“I’ll check the trees,” Sylvie said before bounding toward one of the towering monoliths. She didn’t need to be asked to use her magic, though it may have already borne some strain from traveling here. He felt it under his skin, a slight emptiness that only rest and time could replenish.
Galen couldn’t help watch, entranced, as she placed her palm against the tree trunk and closed her eyes. A beam of fading evening light highlighted the planes of her face where it slipped through the dense branches overhead. It took effort to see through the eyes of the trees and view whatever images of the past clung to their bark. She wouldn’t need to look back far, only a few minutes in time, but even that could be taxing. 
It would be a lie to say he didn’t envy the magic she was blessed with. A lie he could never utter, of course, even if he sometimes tried to tell it to himself—or he had when they were younger. He had his own abilities, but hers were rare, revered. 
She’d been his bitter rival once. He’d never forget the first day he saw her. It was about two weeks after he enlisted in the guard. Or rather, after his father had all but forced him to. He’d resented the decision then, might still one day, but now…now the guard was his everything.
All the new recruits went through a series of trials and were ranked based on their performance. Only one member in his initiation group had bested him, a petite blond, thin and wiry, with little womanly figure to speak of. She’d stared at him as if he were an Unseelie, an enemy to be stamped out. He’d been no better, sizing up the woman he planned to best. Like it or not at the time, he was determined to be the best at whatever life forced on him. Her piercing look had cut through the space between them. 
It slipped under his skin that day and had never left.
Somewhere along the way, it changed. Bitter competition turned to friendly rivalry, curt words to teasing banter. It was a slow slide. Years of change, so infinitesimal and subtle that he shocked himself one day after sparring with thoughts of what it’d be like to wrap her in his arms. Not to beat her in a duel but to press his body against hers and feel her writhe against him. Taste her lips. Discover how soft her pale skin was beneath her clothes. 
Galen scrubbed a hand down his face, trying to pull those thoughts out with it. It was a wish he could never act on. Even if she desired him too—and sometimes he taunted himself with the hope that she might—he couldn’t make good on it. Sylvie deserved better than him, a child of two courts who never truly belonged anywhere. 
Still.
A moment later, she rushed back to them.
“They had him. About a dozen or so Unseelie, like they said.” Her chest rose and fell in quick succession. “He was unconscious or asleep from what I could tell.”
Galen’s jaw stiffened. It was better than the human being dragged away kicking and screaming, especially given his age, but the whole situation grated against his senses. Capturing humans? He shook his head. He’d never have guessed they’d try something so desperate. 
They followed the trail into the woods until Argus, the tracker with an exceptionally keen sense of smell, drew them to a halt. 
“The scent splits,” Argus said. 
Galen’s nose twitched as he sent out his magic, pulling at the air and tasting it. Argus was right. The presence of Unseelie wasn’t a unique scent, not exactly, more of a wrongness that corrupted the area they’d ventured through. It wouldn’t linger, but the presence of it in territory controlled by the Court of the Forest still raised the fine hairs on the back of his neck.
On instinct, he sought Sylvie. She’d already pressed her palm to a nearby tree, eyes closed and brows pinched in concentration. 
When she cracked them open, Ambrose got straight to the point. “Well?”
She shook her head. “They did split up, but I can’t tell which group took the human. It’s too dark, the image too unclear.”
Funny how trees couldn’t see well at night. Or it would be if the situation weren’t so dire.
“We split up,” Ambrose ordered. “Track both packs. I believe you can take on a few reckless Unseelie.”
A chorus of agreement rang out from the guard. 
Pride swelled in Galen’s chest. A few Unseelie on the run would be easy quarry. 
Ambrose divided them up with a quick flick of his hand. “You all, take that way. We’ll take this one.”
Fae sped off into the trees, but Galen paused, a tingle of unease coiling through him. Sylvie gave him a weak smile where she stood a short distance away on the opposite side of Ambrose. Being apart from her on missions always made him worry.
“See you in a bit.” She winked before hurrying after the others.
He swallowed the sudden knot in his throat. Yes, just a bit.




Chapter Four


They moved with graceful speed through the forest. It was their homeland, after all. With a little help from the forest magic in his blood, he ran without tripping or stumbling over roots and shrubs in the dimming twilight. The land embraced him as one of its own, even if some of its citizens were less sure.  
Ambrose drew them to a halt—one hand in the air and a flicker of magic across their skin. 
Galen risked the use of a little magic to pull a subtle breeze to him. A myriad of scents floated through his senses, but there, among the pine and loam was what he sought, what Argus, still as a statue at Ambrose’s side, had no doubt smelled as well.
Unseelie wrongness lingered heavily ahead like a thin fog of death. 
And another scent so rare and sweet he scarcely knew it. The human?
Barely a sound rang through the night as members of the guard pulled free swords from their sheaths or bows from their back. The woman next to him nocked an arrow, creeping through the underbrush with silent precision. 
The birds and bugs refused to sing in the presence of Unseelie. As if they, too, could sense the invaders in their midst.
Galen pulled the air as they drew closer. The scent was different this time—less foul Unseelie tang, yet the other presence remained. 
“Something’s wrong,” he whispered, just loud enough for Ambrose to hear.
The captain looked to Argus, who dropped to a crouch, sniffing at the dirt.
“Ahead,” Galen added. 
Argus might not sense it yet. The younger fae could scent better than anyone, but only Galen amongst the elite guard could summon the air to his will, pulling the scent toward him rather than relying on what clung to the forest around them. 
“The human lingers, but the others…” Galen gave a sharp shake of his head.
A dull glow seeped from Ambrose’s eyes, the only hint of emotion he let show beyond his serious façade. “Move. Now.”
They gave up all pretense of a quiet and careful approach. 
Trees thinned. The risen moon cast its blue light across the group.
Ambrose was the first to spill out into the clearing that opened ahead of them. He went still for the briefest moment and uttered a curse before he vanished completely—shifted to something that lay ahead.
Galen caught sight of it a moment later. Ambrose appeared beside the prone form in the clearing. Without a thought, Galen sent out his magic, shifting to stand at the captain’s side. 
The old, human man lay still and silent in the grass, dead as the plant life around him. 
Winter took the grass, as it always did. The man, however… 
A gasp lodged in Galen’s throat.
Ambrose knelt beside him, feeling for a pulse he wouldn’t find. The man’s hands were folded over his chest, a tuft of pine held in them. It should have been flowers. That was how the Unseelie sent off their dead, giving them back to root and soil. But in this late season, most flowers had all gone on.  
The human’s loss threatened to crush Galen into the ground, hollowing out his chest and gripping it tight at the same time. He didn’t really know the male—not well. But humans were so rare, so precious and few.
And on this, an evening that should be full of festivity and family.
Leigh knelt opposite Ambrose, laying her hands on the man. She had the healing touch. Though Áine had long ago split her powers among the ancient founders of the modern Seelie courts, some abilities sprang up throughout them all, healing being one of them. Perhaps she realized even then the gift she granted to all fae, regardless of court. 
Leigh wouldn’t be able to save the man, not since Ambrose’s grim look confirmed he’d gone on, but she might sense the source of his pain and passing. No obvious wounds marked him that Galen could see, nor did the air contain the tang of blood.
“His heart gave out.” Leigh’s shoulders drooped as her hand slipped from the man to rest in her lap. 
Galen rubbed at his chin. “An accident?”
Ambrose shoved to his feet. “Must be. Even Unseelie wouldn’t want to kill a human.”
No, they certainly wouldn’t. The man was no good to them dead. Though he’d have been little good to them anyway, old as he was. 
“Do we go after them?” Galen panned his gaze across the surrounding trees. They must have realized the man had died and left him here with the best tribute they could give to his life in the circumstance. 
“Aye.” The word rolled from the captain like a tumbling boulder. “To steal a human and cause his death is unforgivable.”
Indeed.
Ambrose turned to the others, ordering two to take the man’s body back to the village. 
“Can you scent where they’ve gone?” he asked Argus.
The younger fae already crouched among the tall weeds, nose twitching. 
“They spread out, but”—he rose—“they went this direction.” He gestured to the trees.
“Toward the border,” Ambrose said.
Not just the border. Sylvie and the others had gone that way too. Galen stiffened.
The evening breeze ruffled his hair, carrying with it the distant aroma of the Unseelie. And if the wind carried their scent, it would catch his comrades’ too—put them at risk of this pack of Unseelie catching their trail and sneaking up on them unawares. 
He shared a look with Ambrose. The other man’s eyes shone with the same concern.
Animalistic as they were, the Unseelie often had excellent natural senses like the animals they bore some resemblance of: horns, hooves, sensitive noses, and the ability to travel quickly over land. They must have selected some of their speediest members for this heist. That was the only explanation for why they seemed unable to catch up.
But everyone tired eventually, even Unseelie, and especially those in unfamiliar territory. 
“Will you shift the winds?” Ambrose asked. “Throw them off course?”
Galen’s throat tightened. It was one thing to use a little of his power here and there to scent the breeze. No one really noticed his magic when used so sparingly. But using foreign court magic amongst his Forest brethren always made him uneasy. He may as well have worn another court’s colors for the attention it would garner.
Those around him knew about his heritage, of course, but reminding them was still unpleasant. 
For Sylvie, though… Her face flashed before him. 
For her, he’d do just about anything.
He nodded once, closed his eyes, and sucked in a deep breath. Powerful magic took all the concentration he could muster. 
Galen reached within himself, pulling at the well of magic belonging to the Court of Air. Though he used it sparingly, the pool of magic was wide and deep within him, always begging to be unleashed. He sank down into its water now, let it roll under his skin before he gathered it to bend to his will.
With his eyes closed, he could almost see it as a tangible thing before him, a ball of magic and power tightly coiled and ready to be flung into the world. It writhed, willing and eager for his command. At length, he gave it, ordering the winds to shift, pushing them to the side, spreading his arms to cover an area he could only pray was large enough.
Magic poured out of him in a torrent. 
It pulled at his body as he sent it forth, tugged and grabbed at him almost like physical hands, yearning for him to spend all he had. 
Sylvie’s face flashed through his mind, and he jerked the magic back, cutting off its flow before it could drain him dry. He couldn’t become a liability. He wouldn’t lie passed out in the woods while she was in danger.
The world around him returned as he opened his eyes. At some point, he’d dropped to one knee, though he couldn’t say when. 
A stiff breeze fluttered his hair—proof that the magic had worked.
Ambrose extended a hand and helped him to his feet. His arm remained on Galen’s after he rose, their gazes locked. “Are you able to go with us?”
Even if he had to find a way to lie, he wouldn’t be left behind, but the truth rose to his lips. “Yes.” 
“Good.” Ambrose turned to the others. “Be on the ready. We don’t stop until they’re dead or out of our territory.”
Galen took off with the others, sprinting through the trees. Fatigue grated against his senses like coarse bark, but he blocked it out, focusing instead on the captain ahead of him, a near blur where he moved through the dark forest. 
The sound of battle reached them first—grunts, the clang of weapons. An animalistic roar shook the trees as figures took shape in the gloom. 
He shifted forward, using his magic to propel him into the thick of the fighting. He appeared on the far side, just in front of an antlered Unseelie who fled the battle. 
Galen pulled his sword and shifted his stance to meet his foe.
It wasn’t pleasant, facing down a fleeing enemy with fear in their too-wide eyes. The tang of bile crept up the base of his throat. It wasn’t right to kill someone on the run, but neither was the Unseelie raiding their villages, burning homes, stealing humans. His teeth ground together. No, for that and all the terrors they’d wrought over the years, the Unseelie deserved whatever came their way. 
The Unseelie bolted, their long-legged, hooved stride carrying them away. 
But even such powerful legs were no match for magic, a trait most Unseelie now lacked. Another member of the guard shifted into its path. With their focus still on Galen, the Unseelie never had the chance to see the new threat before the woman thrust her blade through her foe’s chest and felled the antlered dark fae. 
A guttural cry rang out and then went silent. 
Less than a minute had passed since they’d arrived, and the battle was over. With the human already dead, the guard had no need for caution and plenty of desire for revenge. 
Galen scanned the bodies on the ground—all Unseelie, though far fewer than expected. Perhaps the others had gotten away. 
A small bit of the tension in his body uncoiled at that, even if they were his enemy. 
With the immediate threat handled, he sought, as he always seemed to, the woman who occupied his thoughts more than he dared admit. As he looked from one form to another, the tension between his shoulder blades grew. His spine stiffened. 
“Sylvie?” he called. 
Ambrose drew up short, scanning the surrounding fae like a mother hen looking for her lost chicks. “Rainer is missing too. And Nithar.”
A nearby guard wiped at the smear of blood—Unseelie by the wretched smell of it—on his face. “Two Unseelie ran off at the start.” He pointed into the woods. “They went after ’em.” 
Three against two should be an easy victory. But… 
He scanned the ground again. There weren’t enough bodies, not nearly enough. This was only one group of the Unseelie, not both. And if the others were still out there… 
Galen glanced back in the direction Sylvie had gone, his stomach bottoming out. 
He slammed his sword into its sheath and sprinted between the trees.
Ambrose called after him. “Galen!”
Galen didn’t stop. Couldn’t wait. 
If the remaining Unseelie stumbled upon Sylvie and the others, they’d be outnumbered. Even without the blessings of magic, Unseelie were strong—far greater in physical strength than Seelie fae—and Sylvie had already used so much magic seeing through the trees. She might not have enough left to flee or defend herself.




Chapter Five


Rogue branches caught at his clothes and scratched his face. Galen raced without thought, without care, and without the typical grace of the Forest Fae.  
Every second mattered. He had none to spare for stealth. 
A familiar yell cut through the night like a knife to his heart. He stumbled and went down. Pain lanced through his knee, but it was nothing compared to the fear clawing at his throat. Galen got back to his feet and raced toward Sylvie in a heartbeat, ignoring every protest and ache of his body.
The clang of metal reached his ears, followed by a howl too eerie to be anything but Unseelie.
Moonlight filtered through the trees ahead, casting dappled blue light across shadows that sped, swooped, and slashed. He spotted Rainer first, facing off against two Unseelie but holding his own. Blood raced under Galen’s skin as he sped through the trees, eying the other forms. 
One dropped to their knees with a deep howl. An Unseelie with long horns yanked a sword free of the guard’s chest. 
Nithar. Shit.
Too late. Fury burned through him as Nithar fell to the side. The Unseelie turned away, focusing instead on another cluster edging toward a blond woman that fought with all the fury of a queen. 
The dim light caught on Sylvie’s blade as she swung it toward the approaching fae. Plant life rose up from the forest floor, heeding the call of her magic, but it did little to stop the approaching mass as they hacked through her constructs. 
A large Unseelie crashed through the bramble and swung an ax against Sylvie’s blade, sending it sailing. A deep bellow—Galen’s own—cut through the night as he drew his sword and shifted in the same motion. 
Less than a heartbeat later, he appeared between Sylvie and the enemy. 
This time, Galen didn’t hesitate. His foe still recovered from his swing. The Unseelie’s eyes barely had the chance to widen before Galen swung his blade, connecting with the beast’s neck. 
Thick as it was, he couldn’t cut through, but it was enough. 
Blood sprayed. The body went limp and heavy, threatening to drag him down before he jerked the blade free. 
Galen’s chest rose and fell in one heavy breath as he stared down the advancing Unseelie.
“Who’s next?” He barely recognized his own voice, the raw fury and threat coloring his words. He couldn’t feel his body anymore or the exhaustion that had plagued him. The whole world narrowed to the enemy who’d tried to kill the woman he loved.
“Galen,” Sylvie whispered. Surprise colored her words, not agony.
He didn’t spare a look. She would be fine. Had to be.
But the Unseelie… 
Galen shifted his grip. They’d feel pain before the night was over. 
He rushed the enemy with a guttural war cry. Years of training took over. He moved purely by instinct, his body knowing what to do where only blinding rage filled his mind. Even his magic seemed to flow of its own accord, shoving out a powerful wind to knock some of the enemy back. 
Again and again, he struck.
And then she was at his side. Her magic tingled across his skin before a skinny pine bent to her will, knocking an Unseelie away with a sickening crunch. Sylvie held a dagger in one hand as she slid around to guard his back, a stance they’d used so many times. 
Galen rushed a thin, long-legged Unseelie. 
Their blades crashed. Galen barely felt the impact. His opponent hissed at him, yelling some garbled threat Galen couldn’t hear over the blood rushing in his ears. He swung again. The Unseelie dodged, leaping back with enviable speed, and snarled once more before sprinting off in the opposite direction.
Consumed by the rush of battle, Galen charged after her, blade at the ready. 
A form shifted in front of him. 
Galen sucked in a sharp breath, swung his blade, and stopped an inch from Ambrose’s outstretched hand. 
“Stop!” the captain yelled. 
The command washed over him like an icy wind, taming his rage. A shudder wracked his body as he lowered the blade. 
“Ain’t losing any more of you running after those fiends,” Ambrose said.
“But they...” Galen started. He couldn’t think straight, couldn’t form the right words.
Ambrose clasped him on the shoulder—hard. “I know.” 
The captain’s gaze slid to the area behind Galen, and he finally turned, truly seeing the space for the first time.
Bodies and blood littered the ground.
Sylvie?
Galen’s heart lurched then pulled back hard as he spied her among the other guards who’d arrived with Ambrose. 
Safe. Alive. 
He shivered in relief. 
“Let them run home,” Ambrose continued. “Let them tell how quickly we came upon them and the retribution we meted out.”
Dimly, Galen recognized the wisdom in that, the gift of mercy their enemy did not deserve. But all he could think about as he crossed the space was Sylvie. “You’re all right?” 
Part of her hair had come undone and hung over her shoulder. Dirt and grime smeared her clothes. Even so, she gave him a tentative smile. “A few scrapes and bruises.” She shrugged. “I’ll live. Thanks to you.”
Warmth crept up his neck, but he refused to look away. “I’m just glad I made it in time.”
Sylvie bit at her bottom lip. 
The action nearly had him stretching across the distance between them and pulling her into his arms. She’d hate that though, especially in front of the others. He could already picture her smacking him upside the face for coddling her. 
“For a moment there…” She looked away, and a shudder wracked her form. 
She didn’t finish. She didn’t need to. If he’d been a minute later, she might be dead, just like Nithar. 
A knot tightened in his throat as he glanced at their fallen comrade. Another guard had already lifted Nithar’s body, ready to bring him home. Fires would be lit in his honor, his ashes given to the ground to set free his spirit to return to the aether—a sorrowful end to what should have been a night of celebration.
Galen’s gaze slid to Rainer, where he leaned on Leigh for support. Injured, but alive. He couldn’t say the same for the Unseelie. 
“We return to Amanita,” Ambrose said, his commanding voice drawing everyone’s attention.
“The Unseelie?” someone asked. 
The captain rubbed at his beard. “We’ll let the elder decide.”
It was disrespectful to leave them where they lay, but so was stealing a human—it was a crime of the highest order. And they had their own pyres to light.
Sylvie slipped her hand into Galen’s, and his heart skipped a beat. 
He squeezed her hand in return, savoring the connection, the feel of her there. 
She lived. If that was the only gift he received on Áine’s Day, it was more than enough.




Chapter Six


Wails of mourning still rang in his ears when they shifted back to the honing point at Virideria. Their return to Amanita had been brief. Their allies had already returned with the body of the human, Eugene. The villagers worked to build a pyre to send his spirit on. After a few quick words of mourning and informing the elder of the fallen Unseelie—and the few who’d fled—they’d left the villagers to see their loved one on. It was a personal affair, and though a human was valuable to all, they hadn’t known him, not like his family and friends had. 
Exhaustion pulled at Galen. He shut his eyes against the lights of the city. The drain on his magic and ache in his muscles begged him to lie down right there on the ground. He seriously considered it, especially as Sylvie slipped her hand from his. 
“You’re back sooner than I thought,” said an unexpected voice.
Galen snapped his eyes open. Solona, the king’s advisor, stood just outside the honing point, smoothing out her skirts after having risen from one of the stone benches. She looked regal as always, the moonlight catching on the pale gown that stood out against her ebony skin and hair. She’d strung her halo of hair through with silver decorations that caught the light and glittered, likely in celebration of Áine’s Day.
Her gaze swept over them, landing on Nithar’s body. Her shoulders drooped. 
Ambrose must have caught her look. “Aye. And there’s worse than that. Riven?”
She shook her head. “The king is unavailable.”
Galen’s brows drew together before he remembered the brief bits of conversation they’d walked in on. 
“With her?” Ambrose asked, crossing to Solona. 
The hint of a grin twitched on her lips. When her reply came, it was quiet, almost too soft to make out. “Dream walking.”
Sylvie’s head snapped to Galen and tilted to the side. He shook his head in return—he didn’t know the king could do that either. Though if the king was with this mysterious woman in dreams, not in the flesh, she must not be in their world. Not yet, anyway. 
The hint of a headache built behind his eyes. 
An Unseelie attack, a human killed, and the king possibly seeking another. It was all too much. The last bit offered the promise of hope—or crushing disappointment. Either could spell change. The burden Galen carried felt heavy as ever, and the drain on his body and magic weren’t helping.
“You’re dismissed,” Ambrose boomed, turning back to them. “Bring Nithar to me,” he added, thickness to his words. “We’ll hold his passing rite tomorrow.”
Galen retreated to the city with the others. A few revelers still trailed about, drinking and carrying on. He passed some in the halls. They were completely unaware of the attack the village suffered or the loss of its last human resident—that news could save until the holy day passed. 
Near-scalding bathwater cleaned his skin but did little to remove the worries etched within him. He could only hope sleep would soothe that ache. 
Better still would be a lover wrapped in his arms, but that was too much to hope for. 
He retreated to his room within the royal guards’ quarters. One perk of advancing to his station was the private sleeping arrangements, quite spacious and comfortable ones at that. Galen sank onto the side of his bed. Damp hair dripped down his neck, and he didn’t bother to wipe it away. 
Sleep called to him. He’d never been so ready to answer.
A knock on the door startled him from his stupor. It cracked open before he had the sense to speak. 
Sylvie squeezed herself through the opening, her own hair still dripping and a clean, loose shirt billowing around her form. A smile softened her features, one that quirked higher as his gaze met hers.
“Hiding yourself away on Áine’s Day?” she teased.
His lips quirked in answer. She could be a dream for all he knew. Maybe she was because the desire to sleep had vanished. 
Even so, he answered, “I believe we missed the celebration.”
“Well, maybe we can celebrate tomorrow.” She pushed off the door and ventured near until she stood a few feet away. “I wanted to give you your gift today though.”
“My gift?” he echoed, dumbstruck. 
They’d never exchanged gifts. That was what family did, and though he thought of her that way, he’d have never guessed she felt the same. Sylvie actually liked her blood relatives.
“I’d planned to give it to you earlier today,” Sylvie hurried on. She glanced away, a touch of color rising to her cheeks. “That’s why I’d come to find you, but then the messenger arrived and everything, well…” She gestured between them.
He knew what she tried to say. Nothing about the day had gone the way they’d hoped or planned. 
Sylvie pulled a small box from her pocket. Iridescent green paper covered it, shimmering in the light. A thin gold ribbon had been wrapped around the little box and tied in a bow that trailed off one side. 
His throat grew tight. She’d even bothered to wrap it. 
“I didn’t get you anything,” he stammered. 
And, oh, how he hated himself for that right now. He’d considered it, more than briefly. Too many nights he’d lain in bed considering a potential gift before discarding it in his mind. What could you give to the perfect woman? What would she accept? What wouldn’t make things awkward between them? 
In the end, he never could decide, and now it was too late.
Sylvie giggled, her eyes bright with mirth. After all she’d seen and suffered that day, and no doubt as exhausted as him, she still managed to laugh. 
He stared at her, too stunned to move, and then she did the moving for him, leaning in and stretching on the tips of her toes to plant a kiss on his cheek. 
Galen’s entire body went rigid. 
Time seemed to slow as her soft lips pressed against his skin in a gentle caress. 
He’d give anything to freeze that moment, to bottle it up and store it away to relive it time and time again. Her scent lingered as she pulled back, leaving him lightheaded and swaying on his feet. 
“You saved me today.” Her words pierced the haze of the spell her kiss had woven over him. “That’s a tremendous gift, and I won’t forget it anytime soon.”
The sincere adoration in her eyes was almost enough to bring him to his knees. 
“You’d have done the same for me,” he said, voice thick with emotion he’d yet to fully process.
Her blush deepened as she glanced away and pushed wet hair over one shoulder. 
“I would have.” Sharp little teeth tugged at her bottom lip. “Anyhow, here’s your gift.” She shoved the box in his direction, nearly smacking him in the chest with it.
Galen took it, holding it like the precious object it was. 
“Well, aren’t you going to open it?” she asked, finally looking back at him.
It’d be a shame to ruin the pretty wrapping but even more so to miss whatever was inside. The last gift he’d gotten—a bottle of elderberry wine—was from his parents. He hated the stuff.
One stiff tug at the golden ribbon sent it spiraling to the floor. The green paper, folded with perfectly sharp corners and an even precision that spoke to Sylvie’s perfectionism, gave way with a quick rip and followed the ribbon. The box itself was simple and wooden—unremarkable. 
However, when he opened the box, breath caught in his throat. 
A poplar leaf wrought of gold lay on a small cushion. 
“It’s an earring,” Sylvie said. She may as well have pulled the question straight from his mind.
“I bought the pair of them.” She pulled a necklace he’d never noticed before from the inside of her shirt. A twin of the leaf within the box hung from the cord around her neck. “They didn’t… Well, I…”
Her lips pinched in the face she made where she wanted to lie and couldn’t find the words to work around it. It was a trait he relished in her. So many fae could dance around a lie with ease, circumventing the magic that stuck the words to their tongues, but Sylvie often faltered. 
“Anyhow,” she hurried on, “you might hate it. You don’t have to wear it.”
“I’ll wear it with pride.” The emotion already swelled in his chest and tugged up the corners of his lips. 
Galen pulled the earring from its resting place and fit the clasp through the hole in his ear. It’d been years since he’d worn one, not since his early days in the guard when he’d worn a token of his father’s. Did Sylvie remember that? Time, and Galen’s strengthened loyalty to his king and fellow guards, had shredded the lingering ties between him and his father, but the earring hole remained. 
Now, it’d be vacant no longer, and it was only fitting that a gift from Sylvie replace the old one he’d long since disposed of.
“Well, I should…” Her words trailed off as he dropped his hand, revealing her present glimmering at his ear. She blinked rapidly before sucking in a deep breath. “Well, I should tell you it’s enchanted.” 
She rubbed her own leaf between her fingers and looked away again.
Galen’s lips quirked up in the corner, and he fought against the rise of his brows. Enchanted? She could bewitch him mind and body and probably wouldn’t care. 
“In what way?” he asked.
“They’re a bonded pair. One can always find the other.” Her fingers slid over her leaf. “Touch it. Do you feel it?”
Hesitantly, he pressed the earring between his fingers. A faint warmth pulled at him, the gentlest tug toward the woman across from him. 
Though truly, that feeling was nothing new. 
She’d held her own gravity where he was concerned from that day at the trials long ago. 
“Yes, I feel it,” he said.
“Good.” She dropped the necklace and tossed her hair once more. “If I’d given it to you earlier today, I might have been able to find you instead of getting into trouble. Or you could have found me faster.”
His lips parted. 
Her eyes widened. “Not that you didn’t find me fast enough. You… I’m so grateful. Anyhow, it should help us if the Unseelie are going to continue to be a threat,” she rambled on, but he could see the truth her words so cleverly tried to hide.
Yes, it would be helpful for them in doing their jobs as members of the royal guard. But more than that, she wanted to be able to find him and him to find her. If anyone in this world was going to track him down, he wanted it to be her. “I’ll always find you,” he promised and touched the earring once more.
Sylvie drew silent, staring at him, the emotions flickering in her gaze unreadable. Her throat bobbed. 
The air between them grew thick and heavy. 
That gravity that had nothing to do with the enchanted earrings pulled Galen toward the petite woman across from him. He should profess his feelings. 
Tell her all the thoughts racing through his head and the way her gift made him feel. 
Take her in his arms. Kiss her.
“Well…” Sylvie faked a yawn—her real ones were never that restrained. “It’s late. I need to rest.”
His heart lurched. He stepped toward her, but she’d already spun on her heel. 
“See you tomorrow.” She waved and flashed a grin over one shoulder before hustling out of the room entirely too fast.
Galen was left staring at the empty doorway she hadn’t bothered to close behind her. 
He waited. She didn’t return. 
A sigh slipped from his lips as he collapsed back onto the edge of his bed.
As always, he made his decision too late. A wry grin lifted the corner of his lips as he rubbed the earring between his fingers again, feeling the slight pull in the direction of Sylvie’s room. Maybe tomorrow he’d finally gather the courage to tell her how he felt. 
Maybe.
But one thing he was sure of: he’d remember this Áine’s Day for the rest of his life.
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Prologue


All I want to do is run to the woods and never look back. I’ve done it this time. There’s no coming back. No apology will ever be good enough.                                                                                                                                                   
My foot taps against the floor of the rideshare as I choke back another sob. It’s winter, but a temperate one for Tennessee, and no matter how I hug my arms around myself, I can’t get warm. The driver has the heater on full blast, and it’s not helping either. Oh, the air hits my feet all right; those are on fire, but the rest of me? Cold as death. Icy as my little sister May could have been right now, thanks to my foolishness. 
The driver turns onto the gravel drive leading to my family’s cabin, and finally, I can breathe again. I unbuckle my seat belt and reach for the handle before the car is ever parked. It doesn’t matter if I fall out. No one will care. But the door is locked and doesn’t budge. Panic wells up as I wipe at my eyes.
“Now, darlin’.” The southern drawl is thick in the air. “You sure you’ll be okay?”
“Yeah,” I manage. I jingle my key to the house for emphasis. Somewhere deep down, I’m thankful that whatever-her-name-is is worried about me, but all I can focus on is how I want to crawl under a blanket and never come out.
“If you’re sure…” She picked me up at the hospital. It doesn’t take a genius to know everything is not all right, but I’m not about to tell a stranger about the car accident. One moment, everything was fine—me driving along the winding country road like I had hundreds of times with May in the passenger seat. She kept asking me to look at something, and I turned to yell at her. One moment. One heartbeat too long. I missed the turn, sending the car off the embankment and tumbling down the slope. 
My hand slides against the door as I search for the unlock button. Where the hell is it?
“I’m fine.” The greatest lie of them all.
She sighs. “Okay.” The door unlocks with a click.
I fly out. My boots crunch onto the gravel and fallen leaves. I don’t even manage a thank you. I can’t. The tears started to flow the moment the cool air hit my face. My heart pounds in my throat, and if I’m not careful, I might vomit right here on the drive.  
This cabin was my special place long before Elise came into the picture when I was eleven. Then it was mine and Dad’s. And Gran’s too before she passed. I suppose Mom came here once too, but I don’t remember her. She was my first failure. I made people want to abandon me long before I could even speak properly. 
But that was before. Dad and Elise aren’t going to want someone who almost killed their precious baby girl by being an idiot. If they did, they wouldn’t have let me call for a ride instead of staying at the hospital with them. 
How could I stay there under their scrutiny and judgment? How could I just watch my sister lie injured and unconscious? I had to leave. I had to.
I planned to beg. 
I only asked once. 
The car doesn’t leave immediately, probably waiting to see if I make it inside. So, I rush up the stairs to the front door, fumble with the damn key that always sticks, and go inside. It’s dark except for the lamp Dad always leaves on. Too bright for the darkness threatening to swallow me whole. 
The familiar twang of old-person house and cedar hits me square in the face, and everything hurts so much worse. 
May.
I run my hands down my face, probably dragging the last of my mascara with them. The unlit Christmas tree in the corner mocks me. How can we celebrate the holiday now? One day home from college, and I’ve broken so much—everything.
My fault. All my fault. 
The room is comforting, familiar. And I hate it. Suddenly I’m gasping for air as if I’ve stepped into space. I lurch for the back door across the wide, open bottom level. 
It’s unlocked. Probably my fault too. I jerk it open, falling out into the night, but that doesn’t help. I don’t think—can’t. I’m off and running down the back steps and out into the woods like I’d longed to from the moment my head stopped spinning and I stumbled out the driver’s-side door of my car. Stumbled and fall because the whole thing was on its side, smashed up against the tree. And May…
Roots reach up and trip me. The pain is almost sweet. I deserve it. How could I escape with minor cuts and bruises when my sister is so much worse?
I shove to my feet and keep running. Branches tug at my clothes. Another scratches my cheek. If there was a path, I’ve lost it. I run until I literally can’t breathe other than sharp, painful gasps of cold air that burn my lungs. 
A clearing opens up among the trees. Soft-looking grass glimmers in the hint of moonlight from above. Nothing has ever looked so inviting—lush and green like summer. It’s all I can do not to collapse face-first as I crumble to the ground. My arms hug my knees to my chest. Cold seeps through my sweater. Somehow, there are tears left, a well of pain that never runs dry. They’re still leaking down my face when the crickets stop chirping and the scent of honeysuckle—so out of place on this December night—tickles my nose. It’s distracting enough that I wipe at my face and force myself to sit up. 
Breath catches in my throat. I’m not alone. 
“Wh—who are you?” I scramble backward across the grass. My hand slips in evening dew, and I whack my head against the ground. 
I sit back up, and he’s gone. It was a he, right? Doesn’t freaking matter, Lia. I’ve cracked. I’m so broken I’m imagining things now. “Come to drag me to hell?” It’s no less than I deserve.
“Is that where you want to go?” 
A scream rips from my throat as I rocket to my feet. I twist toward the voice at my back. It is a he, but the man is unlike any I’ve seen. Not in real life. My heart thunders in my chest as I take in the warm brown hair cascading down his shoulders and the clothes that, though shadowed, aren’t something anyone would wear outside a cosplay convention. 
Only two things I know for sure: The devil has come to drag me away, and the devil is hot.  
“N-no.” 
His lips pull up in one corner. He’s grinning at me, and I can’t look away. “I’m glad you stopped crying.”
Saw that, huh? I wipe my cheeks again. The heat that rushes there reminds me of how cold I am. Cold, and let’s be honest, probably looking as dead and miserable as I feel. What does one say to the devil?
Of all the things he could do, he sits. The cross-legged position, hands on his knees, reminds me of my yoga instructor, and somehow his presence is just as calming. 
I copy him, leaving a good fifteen feet between us. Only now do I notice the trees around us and the almost perfect circle they form. Nothing about any of it makes sense, so it can’t be real. 
“What do you want?” I ask. It’s clear he wants something. Otherwise, he would have left or never come at all. Perhaps he’ll be like the ghost of Marley and take me on a tour of all my misdeeds. Only, I don’t need another reminder to know how horribly I messed up.
“If you want to leave, I can take you away from here.”
A humorless laugh slips through my lips. To the afterlife? I’m not ready. 
His head tilts to the side. Something about the motion is otherworldly—wrong. “You don’t want to leave.” It’s not a question. He knows. “Why are you sad? What happened to you?”
Ah, time to confess my sins. I fall back onto the cushion of grass and gaze at the stars. My breath fogs the air as I begin. “I didn’t mean to hurt May.” Already my throat is closing up and the tears are crawling back to the corners of my eyes. But I want to tell him. No, something in me needs to. “I never wanted to hurt. I had to go pick her up from some stupid party because it would be too much to ask to have one night to myself with friends when I literally just got home from college yesterday.” I taste the bitterness of the words on my tongue. It’s cool. The devil knows everything, anyway, right? “She kept wanting to show me something, but I was driving. What idiot would take their eyes off the road?” My chest shakes. My fingers clench at blades of grass. 
“So, I look. And then I yell at her for making me look. And the whole damn time, I’m not paying attention because I’m so mad. Then I—” I choke on a sob. “I’ve driven that road so many times. I missed the turn somehow.” Can’t even blame it on ice. Freaking global warming. The crash is one big blur. There’s a crunch of metal. Screams. My body jerks. The seat belt digs into me. Then a sudden halt. It plays over and over like some kind of horror movie I can’t leave.
A warm hand encompasses my own. It should be odd. I should pull away. There’s a distant part of my brain telling me this is wrong, but the louder part embraces the comforting strength. I turn my head to the side, and he’s lying next to me. Green eyes, a little too bright, stare into mine. When did he get so close? I never even heard him move. 
Everything about him is odd. His cheeks are a little too sharp, eyes a little too big, hair far nicer than a model’s. And his ears—I didn’t notice them before—are pointed. My imagination is really working hard on this one. The warmth though… I don’t care if he is the devil or some hallucination, it’s all I want—someone to hold my hand and not look at me like the horrible person I am. 
“What happened to her? To May?”
I sniffle. The side away from him is cold. So cold. How did I not notice it before? I’m freezing out here, inside and out. 
“She…her arm and her face…” The doctor said her arm was broken. Compound break. And the cuts on her poor face… She’d bare those marks her whole life. How could I ever face her? Who could take one look at her and not remember what I’ve done?
Suddenly, I’m in his embrace, pulled up against a solid chest. Honeysuckle swarms my senses. I could stay here. Warm and sheltered. But he’s not real, no matter how I want him to be. This is some trick my mind has conjured to cope. 
“She lives?” 
I nod against him, not trusting myself to speak.
“And you?”
Long fingers thread themselves through my hair. Am I alive? I hurt so bad inside that the bruises don’t even matter. They’re nothing compared to what happened to May anyway. The fact that it’s my fault and she’s the one who got hurt… “It should have been me.”
“You can’t blame yourself. You can’t always protect the ones you love, even when you’re with them.” There’s a slight tremor to his voice that almost makes me think he’s talking about himself. But of course, he’s my imagination, so that makes sense. 
“Do you have a name?” he asks.
Such a weird question. He should know. I give it anyway. “Lia.” Technically Amelia, but Dad only calls me that when he’s pissed. Like today. 
“Lia.” The way he says my name is everything—soothing, comforting, and sensual in a way that slides down my spine and nestles deep within me. “It’s cold. You can’t stay here.” 
His hands brush through my hair again, and it’s all I can do to stay awake. I’m so tired. Goosebumps cover my skin. The world is blurry at the edges. Darkness tugs at me, so inviting and welcoming. “You can come with me.” 
I stiffen, and so does he. A twinge of fear, of something wrong, jolts me awake.
“Or I can take you home,” he offers.
That’s right. This is a dream or something anyway. I sink back down into the edge of oblivion. It’s nice there. “The devil knows where I live?” 
“I’m…not sure,” he says, almost as if he doesn’t know who that is. “But I can follow your scent.”
“Mmmhmm, okay.” That makes as much sense as anything else. 
Everything is fading. I can barely feel or hear, but I think I hear something else, something that doesn’t quite make sense. “I’ll see you again, Lia.”

I jolt awake. The offending droplet of water that shocked me into consciousness slides off my nose. 
“What? Where…” All my bruises and scrapes make themselves known. Everything aches. There’s a terrible crick in my neck, and my whole face is puffy and swollen from crying. 
My brows scrunch together as I take in the back porch of our cabin, the woods beyond sparkling with the early rays of dawn against morning dew. Birds chirp, greeting the new day. Memories of the night before flash through my mind. Was it really a dream? Running through the forest? That man? 
The crash sure wasn’t. My body, no worse, my soul, remembers it all too well. Nausea rolls through me, threatening to spill me off the cushioned chair. Blankets cocoon me, keeping away the chill, but I shiver from the memories alone. I stare at the plaid blanket. These weren’t out here before. Did I drag them with me? They fall away as I slide my feet to the ground. 
Then I see it. 
Clenched in my hand, near flattened, is a section of honeysuckle vine, its yellow flowers in full bloom, in December. 
The world tilts, or maybe I do.
I didn’t get these from the hospital or the house. There’s only one explanation—whoever he was, whatever he was, he’s real, and these flowers are a promise. I haven’t seen the last of him.







Chapter One


Some places are magical. 
Not the pixie dust or golden sparkles kind of magic, but the kind that sinks down into your soul and blossoms in a shimmering rainbow only for you. Our cabin is that place for me. 
Most people might look at it and just see its flaws—the faded wood, patched metal roof, and the third step that’s bound to give way any day now. Don’t even get me started on the musty smell that no amount of cleaner can purge, the creaky stairs, or the lack of air conditioning. 
But they don’t remember nights spent curled up on the couch with Grandma watching bad TV long after Dad went to sleep. Bacon cooking on the stove in the morning and smelling up the whole house. Hikes through the woods or down to the lake to go fishing. We never caught much, but that wasn’t really the point. Or so Dad likes to say. 
It’s those things that matter. They ignite my soul and fill my heart in a way nothing else seems to. 
I thought it might be lonely after Grandma passed, that it’d lose its magic, but it never did. Not when Dad married Elise a year later or even after they had my little sister, May. I suppose Mom probably stayed there too, but I don’t remember her. 
She was my first failure. One I managed to make before I could even speak properly. At least memories of her never touched the cabin.
None of the bad stuff did—until this past winter when I nearly killed my little sister. 
Now, each moment increases my desire to run for the woods and never look back. 
I no longer hear my dad or Elise as they rattle on like this is some normal, happy getaway to our favorite place. Like we aren’t really here to fix the cabin up and sell it. 
My fault. Another thing I’ve ruined. My hand clenches. 
They wouldn’t say that, but they don’t have to. The taint of misery hovering over everything is worse than the summer heat and just as punishing. We haven’t been back here since the accident. Too many hard memories, probably. And we need the money. Even me dropping out of college and getting a job didn’t make much of a dent in all we owe. Medical bills, physical therapy for May… 
I kick a stone with the toe of my boot and watch it tumble into the lake, sending up little ripples. It doesn’t satisfy, doesn’t ease the guilt trying to drag me into the water and drown me. If I had a boulder or half the dang hill to chuck into the water, maybe it’d make me feel better.
Dad mumbles something about scaring off the fish, but I ignore him. Not like they’re biting anyway.
He and Elise could be a postcard, sitting there in their coordinating plaid with brimmed hats and fishing poles in hand. A happy mockery of my misery. How can they be so…so fine with everything?
May bounces into my line of sight, humming some song from her favorite cartoon. If anything was going to scare the fish away, it’d be that. She stumbles over a stone and I make to rise, but she’s already skipping ahead, unbothered.
“Lia, Lia, Lia,” she chants my name to the tune.
I cock a brow her way, waiting for the inevitable question to follow. Nothing dims her spirit. If only I could be like that.
She latches onto my arm, almost pulling me off my log and onto the dirt. “I want to walk. Come with me.”
“All right. All right,” I sigh. Anything to get away from this... I glance at Dad and Elise before rolling my eyes. Whatever this hell is. 
May releases me and bounces through the air with all her six-year-old joy. I rise, dusting off my pants and freeing little bits of bark that cling to my legs. 
“Where are y’all going?” Elise’s pale brows crease in concern as she slips into mother mode.
I shrug, but the casual act belies the emotions twisting through me. Can’t be any worse than here. Besides, I’m not letting May out of my sight. Already, she skips away from camp toward one of the pathways leading into the surrounding oak and pine. I say, “We’ll be back soon.”
“Don’t go too far,” Dad calls as I follow my sister into the woods. 
I savor the breeze in my hair, the earthy scent of the forest. Each breath, each step away from the lake, calms me. Sunlight dapples through the trees. Birds chirp overhead. If I close my eyes, it’s like stepping back in time. For a brief moment, I can delude myself that everything is happy and wonderful. This is a long weekend trip to our favorite place, complete with fishing, cookouts, hikes, and building blanket forts with Grandma’s old quilts. 
My whole body goes light and loose. I spread my fingers, trailing them through the air. 
I’m still in college, thinking about applying for internships and the parties I’ll go to with my friends. May is happy and healthy. My parents aren’t burdened with medical debt. 
Concern snaps me from my daydream as I hear May skid to a stop ahead of me. 
“Lia?” She twists around.
“What’s up?” I tuck loose hairs behind my ear and grimace at the perspiration already dotting my skin. It’s not even noon, but that’s summer in the South for you. 
Her gaze darts around, focusing more on the rocky ground than me. A question lingers just behind her pinched brows. I suck on my teeth and pray it has nothing to do with the Christmas tree that still occupies the corner of the cabin’s main room. My stomach bottomed out the moment I laid eyes on it. Elise’s pale complexion showed just as much horror. We hadn’t taken it down after the accident. That was the least of our worries, and because we hadn’t been back since… Well, it was no wonder Dad turned right back around and grabbed the fishing poles from the car, insisting we walk down to the lake before it got too hot. No doubt one of them would slip back early and take it down before the rest of us returned.
“Are faeries real?” May’s steady big-eyed gaze says she hopes so.
Faeries. My breath escapes in a huff of relieved laughter. “No, don’t think so.”
Her shoulders droop, and instant regret settles in my chest. Maybe I should have told her yes. I mean, just a few months ago, I told her multiple stories about the Easter bunny. 
May’s head tilts to the side. “Then who makes the flowers bloom?”
“Mother Nature?” My lips quirk up on one side. I flick her ponytail as I step around her on the trail. 
“Hey!” She swats at my hand.
I dodge. “Too slow.” 
Laughter shakes my chest as I skip ahead, leaving May chasing after me while talking nonsense about the fairies in some show she watched and how they tend to all the plants in the forest. 
Days like this—having fun with May, enjoying nature—are my favorite, the kind that make my worries slip away. But there won’t be many more soon. Something tight and terrible wraps around my chest, and it takes everything I have to suck in one breath after another as I skid to a stop. 
“Let’s go up there.” May points off to the right. 
She doesn’t notice my mood. Thank God for that. How can I tell her that this isn’t just a fun family visit? That we’ll be selling the place? I give myself a shake. Later. 
“Up there?” I follow the angle of her arm into the trees. “The path goes that way.” I hike my thumb toward our cabin. 
“But look how tall that hill is.” She bounces on her toes. “We could see everything.”
Tall trees reach toward the sky, stretching above the others nearby. I squint, tilting my head to see between the limbs blocking my view. A tingle crawls down my spine. Yeah, it’s the top of the hill and all, but something is off. 
Weird. And familiar. But it shouldn’t be. We pretty much always stick to the trails. The air around me chills as if a cloud has passed overhead, but the sky is clear and blue.
May pushes through the underbrush before I have time to argue. 
“Not too fast.” I reach toward her as she rushes ahead. Her slight limp—a result of the accident—adds weight to my shoulders with every step. It doesn’t slow her down though. Not a bit. She’s strong like that. Determined. 
She could be my younger self—dreamy, playing outdoors, full of energy. Except that’s about where the similarities end. She’s the blond, bubbly one—Elise’s looks, and God only knows whose personality. 
Me? I’m all Dad. Brown hair, brown eyes, and a personality eternally battling between fire and rainclouds. 
May doesn’t stop until we’re more than halfway up the slope to the hill she spotted. Good thing too. Something keeps drawing my attention, but I can’t quite place it. I rub my hands up and down my arms, chasing away the goosebumps. Just shadows. Birds. Squirrels. Totally normal.
I glance back over my shoulder and scan the forest. Nothing out of the ordinary. 
When I turn back, May is waiting for me, hands balled on her hips. The light catches the scar on her face, a jagged line running from temple to chin. The sight stabs me straight in the chest with regret. She’ll have it all her life thanks to me. 
“Slow poke.” May sticks out her tongue before twirling around and bolting up the hill.
She doesn’t notice the breath catch in my throat or the way my shoulders hunch in like I’ve been punched. Déjà vu locks me in place and refuses to let me go. 
I’ve been here before, on that horrible night. 
I know it in my bones, as if my body remembers being here and the despair I felt.
My head spins just like it did when I stumbled out of the driver’s-side door of my car. Stumbled and fell, because the whole thing was on its side, smashed up against the tree. 
I only took my eyes off the road for a moment. 
Just long enough to yell at May for something stupid that I don’t even remember. Couldn’t even blame it on icy roads. Afterward, the hard half-looks from Dad and Elise were horrible. The silence was worse. Yelling, I could’ve handled. I deserved it. But nothing? My throat closes up just thinking about it. 
They still love me, but sometimes I see it, a fog behind their eyes, a laugh a little too loud, comments that lack solid sincerity. 
That night, with May in the hospital, the cabin felt too comfortable, too familiar, too special. Every moment made my skin crawl and my stomach turn until I couldn’t take it anymore.
And so, I ran into the woods, down the path, away from the lake then up a steep hill. 
My gaze pans up the slope. Empty. Worry stabs into my chest. “May?”
“You’ve got to see this!” Her voice carries down to me and I can picture her bouncing up and down, pointing to something, but she’s out of sight. 
Shit. 
I sprint up the hill as fast as my legs will carry me, slipping on old leaves. My heart pounds. Can’t let her out of my sight. Can’t let anything happen to her. Not again.
Sunlight catches on blond hair. A heavy sigh bursts from my lips as I near the crest, and my whole body sags in relief. 
May spins in a circle, her little arms reaching for the sky. 
“They’re so tall,” she squeals.
Breath catches in my throat so hard I choke on it. 
The trees she dances between aren’t just tall; they’re massive. Too big for this forest. But that’s not what has my legs shaking. Verdant grass spreads in an unbroken carpet amidst the trees ringing it in a perfect circle on top of the hill. 
Not natural. No way.
But this grass… I step inside the tree circle and kneel, running my hands along the soft blades. So lush. 
A hint of honeysuckle teases my nose. 
That scent.
On that horrible night months ago, I ran until my tears drowned me, and I collapsed onto a carpet of fresh, green grass, so out of place for the forest in December. It didn’t make sense. Neither did the honeysuckle scent.
But the most unusual thing of all was the man who found me there. 
His warm hand in mine was solid, comforting. Green eyes, a little too bright in the darkness, gazed into mine as I sniffled and spilled all my sorrow and guilt over the accident. 
He didn’t judge. Didn’t shame. 
But when I woke the next morning, I was tucked under a blanket on the back porch of our cabin. I was sure I’d dreamed it all. Some traumatic hallucination or something. 
Until I opened my clenched fist to find a strand of blooming honeysuckle vine. Impossible in December. 
That was only the first time I saw him. 
Riven. That’s his name. He appears as shadows, my own friendly ghost who visits my dreams from time to time. I know he isn’t really there. Freshman year of high school taught me that sneaking a boy into the house without Dad or Elise finding out was literally impossible.
But whatever, whoever, he is exactly, I didn’t care—I don’t care. 
He was my rock when the rest of my world fell apart, someone I could talk to about my guilt, about dropping out of school and getting a job to help pay the bills, about the days I just wanted to lay down and give up. 
He never lets me. Riven insists I’m important. He tells me I can help him and his people.
Yeah right. 
I’m not sure why my brain made that part up. It’s been almost two weeks though. I’ve counted. Way too many days since he said his people were in trouble and asked me to come back to him. 
Back to him, as in here? 
My heart clenches, and I rub at my chest. Maybe my inner consciences thinks I’m healed enough not to need him anymore, but I—
“Oh, wow!” May grabs my arm and nearly pulls me over. If I didn’t still crouch on the ground, she probably would have. 
My fingers dig into the grass as I steady myself. “What is—”
A shadow spills out under trees on the far side of the circle, mottled by thin strands of light. My heart picks up its pace, pounding like a hammer in my chest. 
Not a shadow at all. A great beast of a thing with dark fur. 
A bear.
The fine hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. There’s not a sound. No birds chirp, no cicadas hum, and even the breeze has gone utterly still.
Wrong. All wrong. 
I swallow, my throat suddenly dry. The bear looks our way, entirely too much awareness in its face. 
“Think it wants to play?” Mays says.
“Let’s go.” Where her voice had been loud, mine is a whisper. I tug at her sleeves.
She digs her heels in. “But it looks so friendly.” 
I stand with a grunt and shove her behind me. We are definitely going to have a talk about befriending wild animals when we get home. 
“Now, right now.” Each word wobbles with undeniable fear. I watch the bear from the corner of my eyes and murmur silent prayers as I wrestle May toward the edge of the hill.
A deep whine splits the quiet. 
May and I go utterly still, frozen by the bear’s cry. Its lumbered movement urges me into action. 
I don’t wait, don’t speak, don’t look, before I scoop May into my arms and sprint toward the lake. My pulse thunders in my heart, drowning out May’s protests as she squirms in my arms to glance behind me.
Does it chase us? Can I outrun it? A scream climbs up my throat, and I swallow it down. My muscles do plenty of shrieking. May’s so much heavier than I remember, and I’m not that strong.
My boots slip in the decomposing underbrush. I wobble, nearly sending us both tumbling down the hill.
“Let me down! Let me down!” May hollers.
I do, almost dropping her before her feet touched the ground. My arms cry in relief. 
May takes off down the hill, me tight on her heels. She doesn’t look back again. Neither do I, not until we’re back to the path. 
A whisper on the soft summer breeze teases my ears. It tugs me to a stop. My brows furrow as I strain my ears, filtering through the bird calls and rustle of leaves that’s returned to normal. The whisper comes again, and this time, I can just make out what it says.
Lia.
Goosebumps race across my skin. I’m not afraid, or it’s not just that. The breathless whisper yanks on me like an invisible string. A plea. 
“Riven?” I can’t say why his name climbs to the tip of my tongue. Maybe it’s because of that first dream, but he was never a bear, never terrifying. I squint, looking back at the hill, trying to see beyond the leafy trees blocking my view.
Nothing.
May still races on ahead of me, and without another backward glance, I chase after her.
Dad and Elise hurry to meet us, eyes wide and brows furrowed as we near the lake’s edge. May virtually collapses on the ground—a mix of actual fatigue and obvious acting. My heart pounds as my mind races in far too many directions. 
“There was a bear,” I say between breaths filled with the tang of algae and fish from the nearby lake.
I don’t mention the whisper on the breeze. Probably just my imagination again. What would I say? I snort air through my nose and glance away. They don’t even know about the man I see in my dreams. 
Elise cuts my dad an alarmed look and brushes her blond ponytail behind her. 
“John…” Her voice is a plea. 
Dad shrugs, looking for all the world like the Brawny paper towel man in his red plaid. “What? It’s just a bear. Ain’t the first, won’t be the last.”
Just a bear. Right. I shift on my feet and stare out over the water. Except, I’m not so sure. Not anymore. 
Something about this place is unique, and maybe it’s not just my love for it.




Chapter Two


My favorite part of the day is the end. It’s the time when I can snuggle down under too many blankets and drift away to a place where I’m not the girl who almost killed her sister. Or the one who had to drop out of college to help with the medical bills. 
Okay, maybe ‘had to’ isn’t right. Actually, Dad insisted I not drop out. Can’t blame him for not wanting me around the house. But what was I going to do? Show back up after Christmas break, force a smile, and answer the “how was your break?” question over and over? There’re only so many times I can lie. Eventually, I’d end up saying, “Oh, it was great, until I almost killed May in a stupid car crash and made my family hate me.” Yeah, that’d go over great. Wouldn’t have gotten spread around campus at all. Though truthfully, they probably knew already. Small town and all. The pitying looks would have been even worse.
Making coffee is infinitely preferable. I take an order. Fill it. My paycheck goes toward May’s physical therapy, or as much as Dad will let me, and I’m there for her. Somehow, she still wants me around all the time, even after what I’ve done. Like tonight, May insists on snuggling under my blanket, her head on my shoulder, as we watch her favorite animated movie for the hundredth time. 
But honestly, there’s no place I’d rather be. One perk of putting my future on hold is all the time we get to spend together now. She won’t be young forever, won’t want to hang out with her big sister who, frankly, could pass for her mom. 
By the time I fall asleep, I’ve almost forgotten about selling the cabin, the bear—everything.
I wake with a start and jerk upright in bed. 
The room is awash in gray and not just from the moonlight spilling through the window onto the green-and-yellow quilt Grandma made for me as a little girl. It’s not a dream, but neither am I awake. 
My heart leaps. My skin tingles. 
“Riven.” Without error, I find him in the shadows. 
“You’re here.” His voice cracks, raspy and willowy as his shadowed form. But beyond it, I taste the richness, the strength of the man who held me on that terrible night. “You came back.”
“Back?” My brows furrow. To our cabin? I can barely process his words. He’s here. He’s the one who came back. 
He steps into the stream of moonlight, which pierces him like a fogged window. Even so, his form is vivid, colorful, so much more real than he’s been over the recent months. Pointed ears poke out from the long, brown hair trailing down over his shoulders. Sharp cheekbones accent a strong and balanced face. Proof that no matter how bad I want it, what he says, or the flowers I found in my hand that morning, he can’t be real. No guy looks like that.
And, oh, how I wish I could touch him. I can lose minutes, hours, thinking about the feel of his hand in mine that first night or the strength of his body when he pulled me close. I want that, crave it. Until this moment, I didn’t realize how much I missed him, how much I’d come to rely on our stolen moments together—whatever they are.
Riven sits on the edge of my bed, and I’d swear I feel the mattress dip. “To the forest. To the door.”
“The door to where?” I rub the quilt between my fingers. Solid. Comforting.
The hint of a smile flickers on his face. “To my home. Come with me, Lia. Please, we need you.” He unfurls his palm. ”I need you.”
That open hand could be holding a diamond the size of my fist for the way my throat goes dry and my heart skips a beat. It’s all I can see, all I want. I reach for him. 
Our fingers touch, solid as the bed under me. My eyes fly wide. A shiver races across my skin. And then my hand slips through his, washed in cold emptiness. My own personal friendly ghost—like always. I called him Casper once, but he just looked at me funny. Figures he wouldn’t know who that is.
“How can I find you?” My whispered words are too loud in the hazy silence. 
One moment he’s sitting on the bed; the next he’s right next to me, inches from my face. A gasp lodges in my throat as the scent of honeysuckle swarms my senses. 
Riven leans in, his lips a breath from mine. “Come to the circle on the hill.”
The dream pops like a bubble as I wake, gasping for breath in my room. The spot on the bed where he’d been is smooth and flat. Not even the smallest wrinkle mars the green leaves sewn into the little quilt squares. 
My fingers dig into the sheets as I anchor myself, panting. 
The room is empty. I don’t even need to look around to know. It’s always the same after his dream—or visions or whatever—leaves me. Color has returned to my room. Bugs hum outside my window. An owl hoots. It could be any summer night. 
I turn my palm over, staring at the tips of my fingers where we touched for the briefest of moments. He’s gone, but my body, my soul, remembers. If I close my eyes, I can almost feel the brush of his hair falling across my cheek.
The circle on the hill. 
There’s only one place it can be, and no bear is going to scare me away this time, not until I get some answers.
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Some hours later, my door crashes open. I barely register the rapid thump of footsteps across the floor before a form leaps onto the bed, lands directly on my chest, and knocks the breath from my lungs. 
My gasping groan shifts into a cough as my sleep-blurred eyes adjust to the light streaming into the room.
“Wake up. Wake up.” May chants in time with her bounces on the mattress. 
“Go away.” I roll over, taking the quilt with me. If only it could block out the squeak, squeak, squeak of the mattress as May continues her antics. How on earth do kids have so much energy?
The bouncing stops. Her feet thud onto the floor. “Supposed to tell you you’re going to miss breakfast.”
I sigh and peek out from under the covers. “Message received.” 
She skips off without another word, leaving my door wide open.
Aren’t I supposed to get a break from this mess until I have my own kids? If I have my own kids?
Conversation drifts up the stairs with the smell of freshly cooked bacon. My mouth waters, and my stomach gives a little rumble.
Now that’s a wake-up call. 
I shouldn’t have slept in this morning. A wiser woman would have gotten up early and left at the crack of dawn to go investigate the doorway Riven mentioned. I’d considered it last night, been so tempted, but venturing out into the woods at night isn’t a great decision. It was a miracle I didn’t twist my ankle in a hole or tumble down a hill during my emotional flight months ago. Didn’t have to worry about the bears then either.
Besides, slipping out in the middle of the night would raise too many questions I couldn’t answer if Dad and Elise caught me. It doesn’t matter that I’m old enough not to need to explain my actions. When I’m under their roof, I’m under their rules. 
I sigh in frustration and finish changing clothes. Any illusion of freedom I had vanished the day I quit college—or rather, took a leave of absence—and moved back home. 
The stairs creak and groan as I hop down the worn wood into the main room that’s kitchen, living, and dining room in one. May stretches on her toes, reaching toward the paper towel-lined plate in the middle of the small kitchen island that bears a few strips of crispy bacon. 
“Nuh uh.” Elise waves at her from behind her laptop where she’s stationed at the kitchen table. How she managed to spot May when she’s practically behind her can only be described as one of her many mom superpowers. 
May frowns and drops back onto her feet but leaves the bacon alone. 
I swipe two pieces off the plate on my way through the room and pass one off to her before crunching into the salty, meaty deliciousness that nearly makes me groan in pleasure. 
The click of Elise’s fingers on the keyboard stills as she shoots me a hard, flat look. 
I shrug. What can one more piece of bacon hurt? “I’m going out. I’ll be back in a little bit.”
“Out?” Her brows rise as she lifts the reading glasses from her face. “We were going to paint today. Your dad is on his way to the hardware store right now.”
“Yeah, just a quick jog. Get a little exercise before it gets too hot?” I gesture to my attire. “I’ll be back in plenty of time to help with the painting.” Maybe. 
I don’t give her time to argue before I scoop up my shoes from their home near the back door and throw it open. 
“May, don’t climb on the sofa.” 
My lips quirk up in the corner as I catch my sister using the sofa like a jungle gym. With Elise distracted, I slip outside. Thanks, May. The cool morning air sends a little shiver over my skin, but I savor every moment of it as I lace up my running shoes. It won’t last. Never does in June. I hop down the back stairs, an extra bounce in my step. 
Morning light glints through the trees, sparkling off the dew still clinging to their leaves. I’m not twenty yards from the cabin when the back door flies open to crack against the wall. The sound freezes me in place and has me spinning around on the balls of my feet.
“Wait for me!” May calls as she sprints for the stairs, leaving the screen door still swinging on its hinges.
A deep groan slips from my lips. Having a tag-along was not part of the plan. 
“Did you even ask Mom?” I ask.
“Uh huh.” She nods with enthusiasm. “She told me to go with you.”
I pinch the bridge of my nose. Of course she did. “Well, you have to listen to me. And stay close.”
“Can we go back to those cool trees?”
A soft breath catches in my throat. All I do for a moment is blink. Too easy, but I’ll take it. “Yeah, sure.” 
“Yippee!” She’s off and skipping toward the woods, her pigtails trailing behind her like little streamers. 
I’ll seriously never understand where she gets so much energy. I haven’t had my morning coffee—or three—and boy, do I feel it. That hint of tiredness lingers behind my eyes that only that magical brew can cure. Wasn’t time for that this morning though.
Our trek is full of laughter, which perks me up almost as well as caffeine. The odd shadows and whispers of the day before don’t follow me. Nor do we see any bears—thank God. I’m almost convinced that whatever I felt yesterday was just another figment of my imagination until we reach the circle of trees.
The moment I pass by the massive trunks, chills skitter down my spine. 
Riven? I fight the urge to call out to him. No one else is with us in the clearing, yet something tells me we’re not alone. There’s an otherness I can’t quite put my finger on, almost like something just at the edge of sight that moves every time I look its way. Even the air holds a heaviness that isn’t humidity. 
Whatever it is, the birds don’t seem to mind. There’s a ton of them here, chirping and squawking up a storm. I stalk around the circle, searching for any sign of bears—or anything else. 
May hoped we’d see it again today. I roll my eyes. Kids. 
Even now, she dances around in the lush glade, oblivious to the weird creeping feeling crawling across my skin. This isn’t natural, and trees this big would have to be old. Really old. Some of them are wide enough to be two of me, and trying to see the tops requires craning my neck back way too far. No way would they just sprout up naturally in such a perfect formation either.
May sets about finding a four-leaf clover in the carpet of them growing around us. At least she’s entertained. After my dream last night, I assumed Riven would be here waiting for me. What other circle of trees could he possibly have meant? This is it. I know it as well as I know myself.
But an hour later, I’ve reached my conclusion. 
I’m broken. I really did make him up in order to cope with the accident. 
That’s it. It has to be. 
In the shade of the biggest tree, May stretches out beside me on the ground, giving a wide yawn. “Dad’s really going to sell the cabin?” 
I wince, my lips pressing in a hard line. She wasn’t supposed to know. I thought she didn’t. 
“Where’d you hear that?” I ask, keeping my tone as cool and calm as possible. Maybe she guessed. Maybe she doesn’t know.
May glances away then back to me. “I heard Mom and Dad talking.”
Shoot. My head thumps back against the tree. Little eavesdropper. 
“Is it true?”
“Guess so.” I sigh and slide down the trunk, letting the bark scrape against me through my shirt. No good lying about it if she already knows.
She frowns. “I don’t want him to.”
I offer her a weak smile. “Me neither.” 
Just the thought of it makes my stomach turn over. She enjoys the trees, our hikes, sleeping in her little attic room. But there’s no way it means half as much to her as it does to me. 
“Then why’s he doing it?” she asks. 
“I think it’s just too much work.” It’s a lie, but hopefully, she doesn’t know that. We need the money for medical bills. They just keep coming, and money has been even tighter since Elise reduced her hours to spend more time with May. My little job barely helps.
“Only rich people have two houses, and that ain’t us,” Dad said to me when I asked him about it. He was right, that wasn’t us, but he couldn’t hide the hurt in his voice when he said it. Our cabin is his favorite place too. 
“Will we be able to come back here?” May asks now. “Or to the lake? What about that path we always see the deer on?”
My heart clenches. Okay, maybe she does love it too. 
“I…I don’t know.” Maybe, but it won’t be the same.
She buries her head against her arm and mumbles something I can’t make out. A minute later, she’s sleeping soundly…on the ground in the woods. Every now and then, she surprises me with how much we’re alike. 
I fish out my cell phone and check the time. Damn. My lips press into a thin line. Later than I thought. No wonder it’s gotten so warm. Honestly, it’s a shock that Dad and Elise haven’t blown up my phone with messages asking when we’ll be home because they— 
My grip tightens as I spy the little signal bars. Or lack thereof. 
No service. 
I push to my feet and walk to the middle of the circle, holding the phone up in the air as if those extra few inches might make all the difference and messages will chime in. Nada. My heel grinds into the grass in frustration.
No happy vibrations chirp and buzz from messages arriving. Actually, I don’t hear anything at all. The birds have gone totally quiet too.
I sigh and pocket the phone just before a hand clamps over my mouth. 

Continue reading in A Bargain with the Fae King, available now. 
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