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  For Bonnie — You’ve been an amazing friend. I’m so glad to have you in my life.

And for Ryan — Always.
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  Author’s Note


Hello and Welcome to The Lost Traitor’s Series. This series is connected to my previous series, Glamour Blind, but you should be able to read it without having read the first books. There are some spoilers for Glamour Blind in this series, so if that’s something you’re concerned about, start with Truth in the Smoke and work your way here. And don’t forget the free prequel novella Obscured by Illusions where you can meet Rhys and Morrigan before they meet each other. 
You may notice between Glamour Blind and Lost Traitors, a couple things have changed in my writing. First, I have decided to write in present tense from here going forward. Second, I have switched from US spelling to Canadian spelling since I am Canadian and I usually spell colour with a u.
Finally, I want to let you know that I’ve used a lot of Celtic for place names and people names and even I struggle with pronunciation on a few of them. So, in case you want to know how to say them, I’ve included a glossary for your convenience.
Happy Reading!
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  Glossary


Aelwyd (ALE-wid) - brownie, cares for Calynn’s home in the Fréimhe 
Aiden (AY-den) -  pixie, Calynn’s messenger
anam cara (AH-num KAR-ah) - soul mate
Ansgar (ANS-gar) - daoine sidhe, Calynn’s guard
Artis (AR-tis) - daoine sidhe, a noble in the Village
Assana (ah-SAH-na) - half-human, half-daoine sidhe, High Healer of Winter
Balgair (BAL-gair) - daoine sidhe, broker of information and items
bean sidhe (BAN SHEE) - harbinger of death, wails to foretell a family member’s passing
Bedelia (beh-DEE-lee-ah) - daoine sidhe, Morrigan’s mother
Boetius (bo-EE-shus) - puca, friend of Rhys
Breonna (bree-OH-na) - daoine sidhe, Ryleigh’s anam cara
brownie (BROW-nee) - fae who attach themselves to households and care for them
buggane (BUG-an) - large, powerful earth fae known for their destructive nature
Calynn (KAY-lin) - the Ancient Mother and Queen of the Sidhe, friend of Rhys
Caniad (CAN-ee-ad) - daoine sidhe, entertainer at The Frosted Petal in the Village
cat sidhe (CAT SHEE) - fairy cats, guardians of the Ways
Cedar (SEE-dar) - a cu sidhe, Way Finder, friend of Morrigan
Cerys (KAIR-iss) - daoine sidhe, Way Finder
cu sidhe (COO SHEE) - fairy dogs, pack creatures with specialized magic
daoine sidhe (DEEN-uh SHEE) - the noble fae
Deardriu (DEER-druh) - daoine sidhe, Rhys’ mother
Druce (DROOSE) - daoine sidhe, former member of the Twilight Guild
Egan (EE-gan) - daoine sidhe, Ryleigh’s father
Eilinora (eye-lin-OR-ah) - daoine sidhe, former member of the Twilight Guild, jeweller on Ínse Soilse
Evander (eh-VAN-der) - brownie, healer
Fagen (FAY-gan) - daoine sidhe, Rhys’ best friend, one of the Winter Chalice Children
Fionn (FYUN) - daoine sidhe, one of the Summer Chalice Children
Fréimhe (FRAY-vuh) - the heart of the Sidhe
Gavenia (gah-VEE-nee-ah) - daoine sidhe, Way Finder
Gavyn (GAV-in) - daoine sidhe, previously the Summer master spy
Geimhridún (GEV-ri-doon) - a Winter city
Glacia (GLAY-see-ah) - the former Winter capital city
Grianáras (gree-AN-ah-rass) - a Summer city
Grigor (GRIH-gor) - daoine sidhe, thief, former leader of the Twilight Guild
Ínse Bán (IN-sha BAWN) - the Winter Isle
Ínse Soilse (IN-sha SOIL-sheh) - the Summer Isle
Iona (eye-OH-na) - daoine sidhe, Way Finder
Kael (KALE) - daoine sidhe, fence
Kagen (KAY-gen) - dwarf, weaponsmith, lives in the glen
Kai (KYE) - daoine sidhe, previously the Winter master assassin
Keilah (KEE-la) - the dragon priestess, lives in the glen
leprechaun (LEP-ruh-kon) - fae known for their affinity with gold and other precious metals and stones
Lorna (LOR-na) - daoine sidhe, oldest of the Summer Chalice Children
Mada (MAY-da) - daoine sidhe, one of Calynn’s lieutenants
Morrigan (MORE-ih-gan) - daoine sidhe, Way Finder, main character
pixie (PIK-see) - small winged fae creatures, messengers
puca (POO-ka) - fae creature who deals exclusively in bargains
Quinn (KWIN) - half-human, half-daoine sidhe, Calynn’s lady’s maid
redcap (RED-kap) - violent, solitary fae who coat their weapons with poison and dip their hats in victims’ blood
Ranalt (RAN-alt) - half-leprechaun, half-daoine sidhe, owner of The Frosted Petal in the Village
Reochladach (ryo-KLAW-dakh) - a Winter city
Rhys (REES) - daoine sidhe, main character
Riona (ree-OH-na) - pixie, friend of Rhys, lives in the glen
Ryleigh (RYE-lee) - daoine sidhe, Calynn’s friend
Ronan (ROH-nan) - daoine sidhe, marshal of Calynn’s guard, also her anam cara
selkie (SEL-kee) - shapeshifting fae who can take the form of seals, live near the sea
shillelagh (shih-LAY-lee) - a traditional walking stick or club
Sidhe (SHEE) - the name of the faerie realm
solas (SOH-lus) - a term of endearment meaning bright
Sruthan (SROO-han) - daoine sidhe, Ryleigh’s brother
Tarian (TAIR-ee-an) - daoine sidhe, one of the Winter Chalice Children, spy
Teastrá (TASS-traw) - a Summer city
Tira (TEER-ah) - daoine sidhe, former member of the Twilight Guild, jeweller on Ínse Soilse
Ula (OO-la) - daoine sidhe, one of the Winter Chalice Children
Way Finder (WAY-FINE-der) - a fae who can open Ways connecting parts of the Sidhe
wyldfae (WYLD-fay) - fae who do not belong to the Summer or Winter courts






  
  Chapter 1 

Rhys


Inearly fall from my favourite perch in the tallest tree when a frustrated yell shatters the morning peace. As the birds flee their nests, I peer down to see someone new has come to the glen—the first new visitor in four decades. 
A Way Finder.
I call up my magic, stepping into open air as the wind helps me to the ground, landing softly at the base of the tree.
Before I can offer a polite greeting, the woman spins, a dagger gripped in her hand, and presses the point to my throat.
“Who are you?” she asks, her voice like warm velvet.
The sound of it and the thunderclouds in her eyes trigger a memory, hazy and vague, four decades old. I’d been fifteen, a breath away from death, carried by a woman with pure white hair and storm grey eyes, that velvet voice giving me a warning. 
You had better not die. I intend for your life to be repayment to Calynn for my own. I saw what you did, giving your life to save hers. It was the most idiotic thing I have ever seen.
“Hello,” I say now. “My name is Rhys.”
She scans me from head to foot and back again. “Deardriu’s son. Friend of Calynn, the Ancient Mother.”
She remembers me. 
The dagger slips a fraction of an inch away from my skin.
“If you are here, that means the dragon priestess is here as well,” the woman says, turning away. She would know since she’s the one who brought me here after my mother tried to kill my friend Calynn.
I’d been the only one on the battlefield that day to notice the build up of magic and had jumped in the way, catching the spear of air that had nearly killed me. 
Was it idiotic? Probably. 
Would I do it again? Absolutely.
The woman slides her dagger into its sheath on her thigh, her eyes casting around the mountains that rise on three sides of the valley. “She must live in a cave. I see one there. Is that her home?”
“Morrigan,” I say, as another memory clicks into place. I’d been teaching Calynn about archery and this woman had been there, as full of thunderstorms as she is now. Later Calynn had warned me to stay away from her, though I’ve never been great at following orders.
She glances at me.
“That’s your name,” I say.
She dips her head in a nod. I hadn’t realized until now the two memories were of the same woman.
“I owe you a debt.”
Debts are important among the fae. While we do have a form of money for currency, even more, we deal in debts. Bargains. Favours. 
And the one woman I owe a debt to has arrived in the middle of the glen, the only person in four decades who can offer me a way out of this place without too high a cost. I understand, even if she doesn’t, that the Sidhe has brought us back together for a purpose. Though now that she’s not threatening me or throwing me into my memories, I realize the Way she must have passed through to get here is not standing open. At this moment, there is still no escape from the glen.
“I want no debt from you,” she says, turning away again. “I brought you here as a repayment of my debt to Calynn for taking me out of Mab’s dungeon.”
“Whether you want my debt or not, you have it. Swear to me you mean Keilah no harm and I’ll bring you to her.”
After she agrees, I start in the direction of Keilah’s cave.
As peaceful as this place is, for forty long years I have wanted to leave, to find my way back to my friends. My companions in the glen have been limited to a coven of pixies, an ancient dwarf who hates everyone and enjoys the solitude, a puca who comes and goes, and the dragon priestess, Keilah—the reason why I’m here.
“I noticed there’s no Way here. How did you get into the glen?” I ask as we walk.
Morrigan glances at me. After a moment she says, “I did not create a Way from within my own magic. Only those are permanent. The others do not stay open long.”
I hadn’t realized there was more than one kind, and I’m curious about what she means when she says from within my own magic. However, what’s more important now is...
“Will you be creating a Way from your own magic when you leave?”
She gives me a long look before saying, “No.”
I control my breathing, maintaining my outward calm appearance. This is okay. I can still get out of here. I just need to alter my plan. 
On the far side of the glen, the cliff face rises a hundred feet into the air. Three quarters of the way up, not visible from our location, is a cave entrance. I turn to Morrigan and hold out my hand. 
She stares at it suspiciously.
“You could climb,” I say. “But it’s a long way. I swear, you’ll be safe with me on the journey up.”
“And when I reach the cave?”
I grin and wink at her. “Never promise more than you can guarantee.”
She’s still wary, but she places her hand in mine. The callouses on her palm tell me how frequently she uses those daggers strapped to her body. I draw her closer and call up the wind to raise us into the air.
Her grip on my hand tightens, the only outward sign of nerves.
“How is it that you know how to do this?” she asks, the wind whipping around her, making her braid tickle my arm.
“I’ve lived with a dragon for a long time. She’s taught me a couple things.” In a few moments, we reach the outcropping in front of the cave. I land us a little heavily on the rock and we both stumble a step. I move to steady Morrigan, my hand at her back as I help her away from the edge. “Wait here,” I tell her, sliding my hands into my pockets.
I move into the entrance, stepping in only a few feet. The cave curves so I can’t see Keilah, though I know she’s there. The only light is a glittering gold that emanates from the dragon priestess herself when she’s in her dragon form.
“Keilah?” I call. “We have a visitor.”
There’s a rustling of scales and the tinkling sound of gold and gems shifting as she stands.
“You wish to leave with this one.” Her voice is a rumbling sound that echoes off the cave walls, making me shiver. Her heavy steps vibrate through my body as she makes her way around the corner, her giant head coming into view first. Most dragons can’t speak in their dragon form, at least not a language I would be able to understand. But this is the dragon priestess. The one dragon in the Sidhe meant to safeguard all magic.
She continues toward me, her form shimmering until she shifts into a body that looks similar to mine—two arms, two legs, one head. She has a beautiful blue dress on, one of her favourites, fluttering with living insects—colourful butterflies, iridescent beetles, and shining dragonflies. Her skin is a pale white that’s edging toward blue, to match the dress. But her eyes are still a glittering gold.
“If she’ll allow it, yes. She’s been here before. She brought me to you.”
“Ah. Let us meet with her.”
Keilah precedes me out of the cave. Morrigan is still waiting, dropping to one knee and bowing her head.
“Divine lady,” Morrigan says, her tone reverential.
I raise an eyebrow, looking between her and Keilah. I’d never shown Keilah such deference. Of course, by the time I had any kind of consciousness, I’d already been here for two years. Besides, Keilah had never acted like I needed to treat her any particular way. Perhaps because she knew I’d rebel against the need anyway.
“Rise, child,” Keilah says. “You wish to ask for assistance.”
Morrigan gets back to her feet, her eyes darting between me and the dragon.
“I do.”
Keilah waves her hand. Immediately, three chairs and a table appear on the outcropping. I pull out a chair for Keilah first, allowing her to sit. Then I do the same for Morrigan. She looks suspicious again, but I simply smirk. She takes the look as the challenge I’d intended and sits in the seat I hold for her. I take the last chair, still smiling. It’s nice to have company.
“Rhys,” Keilah says. “You may petition first.”
I turn to Morrigan, my levity dissipating. “I don’t know what your plans are,” I begin. “But whatever they include, I would like to come with you. I can offer my services in recompense.”
“What could you possibly offer in terms of service that I cannot do for myself?” Morrigan asks.
“I have a few skills you might find useful. I’m a very good archer. I’m also a fair hand in a close fight. I admit, I’m terrible with the sword. You already know I can fly.” I reach into my pocket and retrieve the smallest knife I saw on her, the one she’d kept in a sheath on her back. I set it on the table between us. “I’m also an exceptional thief.”
She gasps, reaching behind her, finding the sheath empty. Her eyes grow dark and there’s the storm clouds again. Electricity crackles in the air around us as her magic gathers. Lightning. As I’d suspected. I lean closer, drawn to that rage in a way that is decidedly foolish.
She snatches the knife from the table, replacing it where it belongs.
“You gave your word,” she says. 
“You were safe on the journey to the cave,” I say. “I lifted it from you when we reached the outcropping. And you were still safe when I took it. I’d always intended to give it back. I wanted to have a demonstration of how I could be useful.”
Keilah says nothing during the exchange.
The storm gathers and I hear the rumble of distant thunder, but I don’t look away from Morrigan, her eyes so dark, they’re almost black.
“I could be useful,” I say. “And I already owe you a debt. If you take me with you, I will owe you an even greater debt. Think of what you could accomplish with me to assist you.”
“I need no assistance,” she snarls.
“You want to ask Keilah for help,” I point out. “You want something.”
The storm eases slightly, her eyes returning to an uneasy grey, ready to build to that thunderstorm again in an instant.
“You would offer your help without asking what I require?”
I nod.
She considers me for a long moment, and I fight not to fidget, not to beg. I don’t need to fall further into her debt and offer more than I’m able to give.
“Very well. You may come with me.”
Relief sweeps through me. I stand quickly, noting the way Morrigan’s hand drops to one of the daggers on her body at my movement. She doesn’t pull it out, but I make a mental note not to move too fast around her. She’s a little jumpy and I don’t need to be stabbed. Again.
“I’ll go pack my things. I’ll leave you to your conversation with Keilah.”
I launch myself into the air, zipping across the glen to the cave on the opposite side, leaving them before Morrigan can change her mind.






  
  Chapter 2 

Morrigan


Iwatch him go, unsure if I made the right choice. 
“He is quite a lot to handle,” the dragon priestess says, bringing my attention back to her. “But he will also be useful. He is as good a thief as he says. And his skill with a bow is almost as impressive.”
“It is not his skills I am concerned with.”
Keilah nods for me to go on.
“I have been on a quest since the Rebalancing. The woman who killed my mother still lives. I mean to rectify that.”
Surprisingly, the dragon priestess does not try to dissuade me—revenge is not something I expect her to condone. Instead, she dips her chin. “And what is it you need from me?”
“I cannot locate her.” I reach up, touching my braid to ensure it is still neat. It is. “I know she exists somewhere. But I cannot figure out where. I am certain I have checked all remaining pockets of the Sidhe. And yet, she eludes me.”
“I see. And you have checked through all the spaces that remain? Those which belong to Winter, to Summer, and the Fréimhe?”
Before the Rebalancing tore the realm apart, it had consisted of three domains: Winter for the unseelie court, Summer for the seelie court, and the Fréimhe—the heart of the realm and the Space Between.
“I have checked all that I can reach.” I stand and pace beside the table.
“All right,” Keilah says. “You come to request assistance. You know I can grant this assistance, but only if you ask for it directly and specifically. What is it you would have of me?”
“I seek help in finding my mother’s killer.”
Keilah sighs. “Alas. This is something I cannot help you with.”
My mouth drops open. “But I asked directly. I cannot find her on my own.”
“I am not able to help you find your mother’s killer,” she repeats, her words enunciated precisely.
Frustrated, I pace to the edge of the outcropping, the valley spreading below—too far below. I step back quickly. In the distance, I can see where Rhys flew. His air magic is some of the strongest I have ever seen. And it did not seem to tire him at all.
“Do you think he will be able to help me?”
“I think he has many useful skills. I think he will also drive you mad. He is mischievous by nature. And his cheerfulness is unwavering. But he will no more be able to help find your mother’s killer than I am.”
“So you cannot help me find what I seek, and he cannot.” I turn back to the dragon priestess. She is so regal. So powerful. I almost want to bow to her again. “Is there anything that can help me in my search?”
“There is something,” Keilah says. “A relic. Created by one who could have been the Ancient Mother.”
My brow furrows. I know of no such lore. 
“I do not understand.”
“The previous Ancient Mother held on to her role for longer than she should have. She was the cause behind the imbalance that plagued the Sidhe. She acted against her nature.” Keilah’s voice is laced with an old anger. “During the years when she refused to let go, there were a few born who could have taken over. Like our current Ancient Mother and the previous one, these people had a special magic that allows them to find what they need. One of these fae created an amulet using this magic so her sister could wield that same power.”
A magical item that will find what I need. Not only would this help me on my quest, it could also help me complete another task I have been neglecting in favour of my own.
“Where is this amulet?”
“It is with a collector. However, he shrouds his location from dragons, so I cannot help you find him, either.”
“Why does he shroud his location from you?”
Her lips tilt up in a smile that sends a shiver through me, the tips of her pointed fangs showing. 
“Because, child, he fears we would covet his hoard and want it for ourselves.”
The way she says it, I know she does. She wants every piece in the man’s hoard. 
“I thought dragon code stated you could not steal from a person. You may only loot things left behind.”
“There are loopholes in the code. Grigor did not come by his hoard honestly. He stole each item and thus, if a dragon were to find him, we would be well within our laws to relieve him of his bounty.”
“How will I find him?”
“He is a Summer daoine sidhe. The last I knew, he made his home near the sea. Find Grigor’s hoard and you will find the relic. But I must warn you, the amulet, like all magic, connects to your heart. It will only help you find the things your heart desires. If you do not truly wish to find something, it will be useless.” She stands. “Come. Rhys will be ready to leave. He is anxious to get his own quest underway.”
“What is his quest?” I ask, as Keilah motions away the chairs and table with an elegant wave of her hand. Then she takes two steps toward me, her human form shifting, expanding into the body of a huge golden dragon. 
“I will not betray his confidence to you. If you would know what he intends for himself, you must ask him.”
She spreads her massive wings, beating them once, before gripping my arms with her front paws carefully to avoid piercing me with her claws. I squeeze my eyes shut as she lifts me from the outcropping and we descend to the valley, not opening them until my feet are firmly planted on the ground. She lets me go and almost before she lands beside me, she has shifted into her previous form. 
Rhys is standing next to the tree where I had found him before, his hand on the bark as he talks to a pixie who suddenly takes off in a shower of blue sparks. 
I am struck again by his size. In the Sidhe, physical size has a direct correlation to the amount of magical power one has, and I am usually the tallest in the room. Rhys is at least three inches taller than I am. His shoulders are broad, his arms and legs thick with muscle. He might be intimidating if it were not for the air of levity he carries with him.
Rhys turns as we approach, grinning, his dark eyes sparkling with mirth, a quiver of arrows over one shoulder and something long, wrapped in canvas in his hand.
“I’m almost ready,” he says, then falters. “Unless you’d like to rest for the night? Get started in the morning?”
“Now is fine.”
He breathes a sigh of relief. “Excellent.” Then he turns to Keilah. “Tell Kagen I know he’ll be heartbroken at my departure but to ease the pain, he may have the bear pelt that he coveted. I’ve already brought it from my cave. Also, I’ve been stealing items from your hoard and returning them most days for the past thirty-seven years. Anything I haven’t returned is still in my cave. And this.” He pulls a gem from somewhere and places it in Keilah’s palm. “I stole this a long time ago.”
He says the blatant admission of theft with such an air of irreverence that I wait to see if Keilah—the most powerful creature in the whole of the Sidhe—will tear his head off for his disrespect, but she simply huffs and turns her attention to me. “I wish you good luck, Morrigan. You will need it.”
Then she returns her attention to Rhys. “For you,” she says, handing him a small pouch. “It may come in useful.”
He takes it, his grin softening to a grateful smile. “I didn’t ask you for assistance this time.”
“I know. And this,” she continues, placing the gem back in his hand and closing it over. “You keep it. Consider these gifts, freely given. You have been at times annoying and exasperating. Yet, I have seen the truth of your character. I wish you good luck on your quest as well, Rhys. May my gift help you on that path.”
They embrace and I am stunned. He hugs the dragon priestess as though she could not squish him like a bug, as though they are equals. Reckless. I do not understand it. 
Before they can part, another pixie darts over, calling, “Rhys!”
He steps away from Keilah with a smile in the pixie’s direction. “There you are,” he says as she comes to a stop, hovering in front of him. Her large wings remind me of a moth, snowy white with startling black spots. Her hair is the colour of a sunset and she is holding a large stone of iridescent blue and green.
“You are leaving?” she asks, her voice filled with concern and sadness.
“I am,” he says, his soft words matching the pixie’s sorrow. “You knew I would when my opportunity came.”
She nods and I can see tears rolling down her cheeks. “Take this,” she says, dropping the stone into his hand. “And remember us.”
“Of course, Riona. I will miss you. And when I can, I’ll come back to visit. I swear it.”
The small pixie lands on his shoulder and wraps her arms around his neck, embracing him. His smile is sad as he murmurs to her, something about berries and some meat he had intended to bring to dinner with her coven tonight. 
When they part, the pixie, Riona, turns to me, her face stern. “You take care of him. If anything happens to him, I will consider you responsible.”
Before I can respond, she flies away, leaving pink and purple sparks in her wake.
Why do these two feel so strongly toward this one man? Somehow, he has made an ally of the dragon priestess and a pixie queen, who both seem saddened that he is leaving. I am not sure anyone in the Sidhe would be sad if I left.
When I return my attention to Rhys, he is watching me expectantly. I glance around and find a stone on the ground, picking it up and putting it into one pocket, then remove a different stone from another, holding it in my palm, letting its inherent magic guide me as I open a new Way and we step through, together.






  
  Chapter 3 

Morrigan


On the far side of the Way, Rhys stares around us at the forest we have come to. I take a glance as well, acting as though I am getting my bearings. Truthfully, I need the moment to recover from the magic I have expended, my heart rate returning to normal. 
“Where are we?” he asks.
“The Fréimhe Forest,” I tell him as I drop the stone that brought us here and begin to walk east. “Prior to the Rebalancing, it was the area that touched the Winter and Summer lands.”
He follows close behind me and to one side. “Keilah told me the Sidhe is in pieces.”
“Yes. Much of Winter and Summer were stripped away. More of the Fréimhe remained, but it, too, is no longer connected in places.”
“And to get from place to place, you need to pass through Ways.”
I take a breath in to cover my agitation. I am unused to having someone near to ask so many questions. Though the last does not seem to be a question since Rhys continues.
“If you didn’t create the Way from your own magic, what did you create it from?”
“From the magic within the stone I dropped.”
Rhys looks back over his shoulder. “I didn’t know you could do that.”
“It only works once per piece, but yes.”
“How does it work?”
I stop walking, turning to face him. “You ask many questions.”
“I’m a curious guy.”
He smiles at me, like that is supposed to make me want to explain everything. I roll my eyes and continue walking, but answer him anyway.
“In order to create a Way, I must know the place where I am going. If I do not, I cannot open the door. However, if I have a piece that came from the place I am going, I can use the magic in that piece to create a temporary Way. There is not enough magic to make it stay open, so it only remains for two long breaths before it closes again.”
“That explains how you got to the glen. But why didn’t you create a Way to wherever we’re going next? You seem to have a destination in mind.”
I sigh. If he is going to insist on talking so much while we are together, perhaps I would rather not have his skills. 
“I do. But the Ways I create from my own magic require more energy and I have already created a Way recently. I need rest before I can make more.”
“Hm. Calynn never seemed fazed by creating Ways.”
Something sharp moves through me at the easy familiarity he uses when he says her name. I stop walking, turning to face him. “I am not Calynn,” I say, unsure of the reason behind the edge in my voice. “And I would appreciate it if you do not make comparisons between us.”
He holds out his hands in surrender. “I meant no disrespect. I’ve only ever met one other Way Finder and it’s her. I’m just trying to understand. I’ve also been away from the whole of the Sidhe for the last four decades. I don’t know what’s changed in that time.”
I search his features, wondering if he is lying. I do not know why it matters so much to me that he not compare me to Calynn. Perhaps because no one can compare to her. She is the Ancient Mother. Her power is beyond comprehension. I am incredibly powerful in my own right, more so than most, but I am less than the one who is Queen of the whole realm.
“So where are we going?” Rhys asks after a moment.
“To the Village,” I tell him, turning and continuing to walk. Deep in the trees, I hear the sounds of animals rushing away from my progress.
“What village?” Rhys asks.
“The Village. It has no other name. From what I recall, no one could agree on a name for it, as the residents are both Winter and Summer fae. The border between the two domains runs through it. People were already calling this the Fréimhe Forest and another area the Beach, so it became the Village.”
I do not look around to see if he is following, though I must admit, for all his talking, his footsteps make no sound whatsoever.
“The Way I created to the Village is ahead,” I tell him. “We will make it there, and camp for the night.” I glance at the sky, swiftly darkening as we move through the forest. I must collect some river water before I return—a small way to earn coin—and it will be difficult to do so in the dark. Better to wait for sunrise.
“You’re the boss,” he says. “Would you like me to hunt something to eat?”
My steps slow as I consider the offer, glancing at him over my shoulder. “You think you could find something before dark?”
“I can find something after dark as well.”
“How?”
“I have exceptional hearing,” he says. 
I scowl.
“I can be back in a few minutes. Let’s get to the spot you want to camp. You can start a fire, and I’ll get us some meat. I’d offer to start the fire as well, but I have no fire magic.”
He follows me through the trees, completely silent now. I almost wonder if he is even behind me, but every time I turn to check, he is there. After we have walked about halfway to our destination, I can no longer stand the silence combined with the feeling of him at my back.
I stop walking, rounding on him again. “Can you make noise while you walk?”
“I hadn’t realized I wasn’t,” he says. 
“You are not speaking.”
“I thought you didn’t like me talking. I can come up with something to say, if you’d rather.”
I narrow my eyes, because I would not rather. 
“Your feet glide across the ground like a ghost. Yet I can feel your presence at my back. It is unnerving and aggravating.”
His lips tilt up at the corners. “So you want me to stomp through the forest and scare away all the game?”
“Just walk normally.”
“I am walking normally,” he counters.
“You know what I mean. Walk so I can hear you.”
“I could also walk next to you, so you can see me.”
I huff a breath. “Fine. Just stop being so…”
He raises his eyebrows as he waits for me to finish the statement. 
“Annoying.”
He laughs. “I’m not sure I can manage that, but I will try for you, solas.”
“Did you call me solas?”
He grins that stupid smile at me. “I did.”
“Solas means bright.”
His grin widens. “It does.”
“I am not bright.”
“You’re brighter than you think you are.”
I am startled by the sincerity in his tone, reaching up and touching my braid before I catch myself, dropping my hand. I scoff and we continue. He walks next to me now, his footsteps as silent as before, but now also softly humming under his breath. I can see and hear him and his presence grates on me, like a pebble in my shoe.
I do not stop again until we find the clearing where I created the Way some time ago. I find a few branches and tell him I will start a fire. Before he leaves, he unwraps the canvas around the long package he carries, and I see it contains two bows. From his pack, he removes a bowstring.
“Why two?” I ask. If he can pepper me with questions, I can ask a few of my own.
“Different weights,” he explains as though I have any idea what that means. Though I am an excellent fighter, I never bothered to learn anything of archery.
He looks up at me when I do not respond. “The heavier the weight of the bow, the more power it has.” He points to the one he set aside, before bending the one in his hands and stringing it. “That one’s my war bow. It’s a beast and somewhat overkill for hunting. This one’s fine for my purposes tonight.”
Curiosity gets the better of me. “Why not keep it strung?” I ask. “At least one of them, anyway.”
“It’s better for the bow limbs,” he says as he sets the bow down to rummage in his pack for something else. “Unless you think we’re in danger, I’d rather not keep it strung.” He glances up at me, eyeing the daggers strapped to various spots on my body, all within easy reach. “I figure you haven’t needed protection before, so it would be okay. You let me know if I’m wrong.”
I lift my chin, giving him a cool look. “You are not wrong. I do not need your protection.”
He chuckles, returning his attention to his pack and pulling out an odd-looking glove. As he tugs it on, I see it covers the back of his hand and three fingers, and straps around his wrist. Then he stands.
“Good, then. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
I roll my eyes at his obvious overconfidence. While he is gone, I consider what I must do, the task I intend to complete. The task he has agreed to help me with.
I cannot think on it for long because, before the fire is little more than a spark, he returns, a hare hanging by the ears in one of his fists. 
I blink as he carries it over, taking a sharp knife from his pack and skinning the creature quickly.
“How did you do that?” I ask, trying unsuccessfully to keep the surprise from my voice.
“Skinning it?” he says. “It’s not difficult.”
“No. Hunting it so fast. I barely have the fire started and it is full dark.”
He grins at me before returning his attention to the hare, readying it for the fire. “I told you, I have excellent hearing.”
“You mean you hunted it by sound?”
He nods, finding a long stick from my bundle of firewood and carving the bark from it, feeding the discarded pieces to the fire. He makes short work of the spit, then returns to the hare, preparing it. As he works, I continue to feed the fire, getting it hotter so the meat will cook.
“Perhaps you will be useful to me after all,” I say when he hands me the first piece of meat.
He merely winks at me. Useful, but irritating.
When we are finished, he tells me to rest.
“I’ll stay awake,” he says. “Keep the fire going and watch for danger.”
“Sleep in shifts, you mean.”
He shrugs. “Sure.”
I lay on the hard ground, as used to this level of comfort as that of a bed. I pillow my head on an arm, watching Rhys through the firelight. He sits with his bow next to him, still strung after the hunt. His knees are drawn up with his arms draped over them, clasped in the middle. I wonder what he is thinking while he stares at the flames. Based on what he said before, he does not need to see in the dark, able to hear any possible danger that might come our way.
My mind drifts back to my earlier thoughts and my right thumb finds the round scar on the palm of my left hand, rubbing the smooth skin. Would Rhys help me if he knew my intentions? Or would he leave me here, on my own again? Worse, would he try to stop me?
The woman I mean to kill is his mother, after all.






  
  Chapter 4 

Morrigan


Iblink my eyes open to sunlight dappling the forest and birdsong filtering through the branches. I sit up slowly, noting the fire is smaller but still going, and Rhys sits watching it in much the same position as he sat when I went to sleep. 
“You did not wake me,” I say.
He shrugs as though it is unimportant.
“You stayed awake all night?”
He nods, still staring into the fire. “I have trouble sleeping. It’s fine.” He looks at me with that smile, but it is slightly tired this morning. “Besides, I’m supposed to be helping you. And you getting a full night’s sleep is helpful.”
I scowl. “You cannot help me if you are too exhausted to do anything.”
He snorts. “One night not sleeping won’t make me exhausted.”
He stands and offers me a hand. I take it out of instinct, and he pulls me to my feet. Only after I am standing do I wonder why I trust his assistance so readily. Perhaps because I know he owes me a debt, though I would forgive it if he would allow me to.
“The fire,” I say, about to smother it when he makes a swift motion and it dies. “I thought you had no fire magic.”
“I don’t. I have air magic. I cut off the air to the fire. Shall we?” He gestures to me, but I simply stare at him. 
In a matter of seconds, he doused a fire by removing the oxygen. Could he do that to a person? Why not? Simply remove the oxygen from their lungs and they will no longer have breath. It is against our nature to harm or kill with our magic, though that has not stopped all the fae. Rhys could suffocate someone faster than they could beg him not to.
For the first time, I am aware of exactly how dangerous this man could be, despite his easy smile. He may look affable, but I must remember: he was trained by the dragon priestess herself.
“Unless you want breakfast,” he says, his voice pulling me from my thoughts. “But I did just douse the fire.”
“I intend to eat in the Village,” I finally manage to say. “Though I promised someone water from the river that I must still retrieve. They need it for a poultice they make.”
“I can get that for you. What do you carry it in?”
I remove an empty waterskin from my pack and hand it to him.
“I’ll be back in a bit,” he says, then he is gone, slipping between the trees. I do not ask him how he knows where the river is. He can likely hear it.
While he is gone, I listen to the sounds of the forest. It is peaceful this morning and I feel rested after creating the two temporary Ways. They are easier than a permanent one made from within my own magic, but they still have an energy cost. I can admit to myself that I am glad Rhys let me sleep. 
I stretch and slide my longest blade from its sheath, moving through the motions of a practice routine my mother taught me when I was a child. I have completed this routine hundreds of times, perhaps even thousands. In the dank, dark dungeons, I would do it without a blade, as I had none. It kept me from falling into complete madness. Whenever the pressure of the cell became too great, I would practice these steps and remember my mother.
I slash the dagger in a downward stroke, but before I can bring it through the full motion, I am stopped as Rhys meets my blade with one of his own. He grins, pushing back, forcing me to exert more pressure to keep from being set backward.
“What are you doing?” I hiss.
“Isn’t it better to practice with a partner than on your own?” He slides his blade away, dancing out of my reach.
I draw a second dagger to hand, and his smile widens. He pulls another blade free as well, this one from beneath his right sleeve, smaller than the first. 
With no further discussion, we fight, metal singing against metal as we clash together. He is fast. Much faster than I would have thought possible for one his size. And light on his feet. The fight is a dance of strategy and violence. One wrong move from either of us and I would no longer have a companion. Or he would not.
He spins behind me, trying to wrap me in a hold, but I step away, slicing upward in a move he catches and turns aside. It is my turn to spin, facing him once more. 
The exercise is quick and brutal. Neither of us pulls a thrust or slice. But each time, the other catches it, blocks it, turns the movement aside. No blood is drawn.
“You are very fast,” I say, breathing hard.
“Yes,” he says, also winded. “So are you.”
Since I have already been through almost the whole routine before he joined me, I am the first to step back, one hand held up in surrender. Immediately, Rhys steps back as well, the thrust that had been coming toward my ribs now stopped.
When we finish, I stand for a moment, recovering. “You are foolish,” I tell him. “I could have killed you.”
He shrugs, sliding the larger dagger into its sheath beneath his vest against his stomach, the handle in easy reach. He is no longer breathing hard, his recovery much faster than mine. “Doubtful. I watched you for a while. Figured we were pretty evenly matched. Plus.” The second dagger disappears into the sheath on his right arm beneath his sleeve. “I could use the practice.”
“You are an archer.”
He nods, eyebrows raised as though he knows I have more I want to say.
“Why do you carry blades?”
He snorts a laugh and I blink in surprise at the sound. No one has laughed with me in… too long a time for my memory. 
“You think if someone is going to try to slit my throat, I’ll be able to ask them to politely wait while I string my bow and nock an arrow? And, oh yeah, step back a few feet so I can shoot you.” He shakes his head. “I’m quite motivated to stay alive, solas.”
I narrow my eyes and clench my teeth at the endearment, annoyed that it feels almost comfortable.
“You forget that I watched you on the battlefield when you were injured,” I say in an attempt to remind him—and myself—of the distance that should remain between us. “You do not seem to be someone keen on survival.”
His smile does not slip, nor does any other muscle in his body. Yet, something tells me I have touched a nerve. The sparkle of mischief has faded from his eyes, and I am lanced with regret that it is gone.
“Yes. Well. I’ve been told, if not for a very specific set of circumstances, I should have died that day. Having skated so close to the edge of returning my magic to the Sidhe, I’m not in a hurry to repeat the experience. Shall we continue to the village you mentioned?”
With a curt nod, I sheath my daggers as well. He hands me the waterskin, now filled with river water, and we cross through my Way into the northernmost part of the land where the Village is located. We walk from one forest into another. Due to the tree cover, it is difficult to tell what time of day we have arrived. 
“You carry two blades then?” I ask as we walk.
“Four,” he corrects.
I cast my gaze over him, searching for where the other two might be concealed. But I cannot make them out. When I reach his face, he is watching me.
“Like what you see?” he asks with a smirk. 
I scoff. “I was merely trying to figure out where you keep them.”
He laughs. “Wouldn’t you like to know. We’re a little different, aren’t we? You keep all your weapons on display, a distinct sign that says, Stay Away. My weapons are hidden or…” He holds up the canvas containing the two bows, not currently strung. In their current state, they are of little use as weapons at all.
“What does that say about you?” I ask.
“I’m approachable. People aren’t afraid to come up and talk to me.”
I frown. “Why is that useful?”
He laughs again. Louder this time, like I have said something immensely funny. I am not a funny person.
I simply wait for him to finish.
“Oh, solas.” He looks at me, his eyes meeting mine with that mischievous sparkle lighting them again. “Just wait. You’ll see how my brand of charm can be more useful than you think.”
We walk a few steps in silence before curiosity gets the better of me. 
“Where do you keep them, then?” I do not know why I ask.
He catches my wrist, tugging me to a stop. 
“If you want to know what I’m hiding, Morrigan, you’ll have to search me.”
My eyes are locked on his, deep black pools that draw me closer and closer until I am barely a hand’s breadth from him. He places the hand he caught onto his chest, and I slide it down until I feel the sheath beneath his vest. I cannot see it. Granted, I cannot see anything beyond his dark eyes. They are not actually black, but the darkest shade of brown.
My breath is shallow in my chest as I inch closer to reach behind him to the small of his back. My heart pounds against his as heat races through me. I have been attracted to people before, but not with this level of anticipation, the desire to touch him, to be closer still. 
When my fingers brush against something hard hidden beneath the cloak and vest he wears, I ask, “A belt?”
He nods. 
Next, I slide my hand along his right arm until I feel the sheath beneath his sleeve. Yet there is nothing along his left. I raise a brow in question.
“I hold my bow with my left. The string would catch a sheath there.”
“So where is the last?”
A slow smile tilts the edges of his lips, and I find myself wanting to wipe that smirk away. Whether I wish to do that by slapping him or kissing him, I cannot say.
“Where would you conceal a weapon?” he asks. “Consider the one in front is my main dagger. The one in my sleeve is the back up. On my back is the third.”
“Ankle or boot,” I say, the most logical place for a last resort weapon.
He lifts his right foot, setting it on a log next to us, creating half a cradle for me with his thighs. I run my hand from his knee down his calf to touch the last sheath.
“Now you know all my secrets,” he says in a low tone.
“I sincerely doubt that.”
Then he grins and steps away, continuing along the path we had been walking, as though he has not a care in the Sidhe. 
Meanwhile, I am left staring after him, suddenly wondering how he became so attractive. 






  
  Chapter 5 

Rhys


Iwill my heart to stop racing as I walk away from her. I hadn’t expected her touch to affect me as much as it did, but I suppose it makes sense. It’s been decades since anyone has truly touched me. I’ll be thinking for a long time about the way her breasts brushed my chest when she felt for the dagger at my back. The way her thunderstorm eyes stayed locked on mine as she bent to find the dagger in my boot. 
Fuck. Why do I do these things to myself?
We walk side-by-side without conversation as we make our way out of the woods. The trees drop away in a line as though they’ve been cleared and there’s the Village. My breath lodges in my lungs as I take in the bustling activity. Houses and shops. And people. 
Thank the Sidhe, people.
I’d come to a stop at the sight and now Morrigan looks back at me. I fake a smile, knowing I can be pretty convincing. “It’s cute,” I say, mostly for something to hide the emotions roiling within me. 
Four decades in relative solitude. I hadn’t let myself know how much I missed being around people. I’d grown up on the streets of a city, taking care of eleven other children, all younger than me. When I went with Calynn, people gravitated to her like a magnet. We started as a party of three, growing quickly into
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