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      This book contains the following elements: profanity, open door sex scenes, alcohol use, difficult parent/adult-child relationship, past death of a parent, discussions of child endangerment, kidnapping, blade and hand-to-hand fighting, coerced marriage, storm at sea and discussions of drowning, brief depiction of a pregnancy (epilogue, not FMC).

      

      I welcome comments on my website if you find something that should be included which was not mentioned above.

      

      Heorthwerod and Witan are Anglo-Saxon words I picked up from the British History Podcast and follow the host’s preferred spelling, which may differ from other historians. I use both concepts in ways that are true in some respects to the historical record, but as this is a made-up fantasy world, I took a lot of literary license.

      

      Heorthwerod: hearth-wear-odd

      

      If you want a collection of short stories set in the world of the Lorean Tales, you can sign up for my newsletter at EmilyMichelAuthor.com/newsletter
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      Had anyone told Betony that her fairy tale began at a ball, she would’ve laughed. Once upon a time, she loved balls. They were rare and precious events she was not allowed to attend until she was thirteen. She loved the gowns, the well-dressed men, the music, the dancing, and the food, but her years in Faerie had put a damper on her enjoyment. Now she had little patience for the small talk and the court politics.

      Bet jumped as her door flew open and a chestnut-haired woman surrounded by outrageous layers of golden silk and tulle barged in. The woman slammed the door behind her and leaned against it, bringing a finger to her lips.

      “I was never here,” Rane mumbled through clenched teeth.

      Bet smiled at her sister, twisted her fingers over her lips, and threw away the imaginary key. The pitter-patter of little feet and giggles seeped under the door as Jonquil toddled down the hall, followed by the heavier footfalls of his father.

      “Get back here, you little imp.” The thick wood muffled Nevar’s voice, but the humor behind his words permeated the air as the women held their breaths.

      When the last echoes faded, Rane pranced across the sitting room and dramatically collapsed onto a settee, releasing a great sigh.

      “I love him dearly, but he had honey dripping off his hands. Honey. Why did no one warn me children were so…sticky?” Her hand fluttered about before it rested on her forehead in a theatrical gesture.

      Bet chuckled and slipped into her bedchamber without answering. Every last person in her family had warned Rane, but as usual, her sister had ignored them all. Especially since nearly every story about sticky children had been about Rane herself. The Crown Princess of Lorea had been an…exuberant child. It was one of the things Bet loved best about her older sister.

      To be fair, Rane was an exuberant adult, too. The current situation was not an outlier.

      The swish of silk followed Bet, only to pause on the threshold.

      “I forgot how they follow you,” Rane said quietly.

      Their mother’s white dogs were curled on the rug at the foot, ears and paws twitching in their sleep. Two cats looked up from the bed. A half dozen mice sat upon the trunk shoved under the windows, and a blue and white bird perched on the far bedpost.

      “Hush.” Bet used her magic to soothe them all back to sleep. The bird puffed his feathers and let out a chiding whistle. Bet rolled her eyes but continued in a soft voice. “You’re right, I’ll need your help shortly.”

      The bird settled, and Bet turned to her sister. “Sorry, I know it takes some getting used to, even in Faerie.”

      Rane gestured dismissively. “I just forgot, and really, I missed it. Mother’s dogs bother the shit out of Bash when you’re not around.”

      Her sister was being kind. When Betony was growing up, her retinue of animals followed her everywhere in the castle, and the staff had always looked oddly at her parade. It was strange and had set her apart from the plain humans. The gift was not unheard of in Faerie, but it was rare enough she gave lessons to fairies. Rane’s gaze raked Betony from head to toe, taking in her gown.

      “Ooh, your dress is gorgeous. You did the embroidery yourself, didn’t you?”

      Bet lifted an arm and proudly examined her handiwork on the sleeves, feathers outlined in white thread on the cerulean gown. “Yes. Designed it and ordered the thread right after last year’s Winter Solstice Ball.”

      Her sister’s face went all innocent. “And I forget, what bird are you going as?”

      Bet would wager every jewel in her chest that Rane hadn’t forgotten at all, but she played along. After all, it had been a long time since she laughed with her sister.

      “A Lorean blue tit.” The same as the little bird perched on the bedpost.

      Rane’s signature snort started, changing quickly into an infectious laugh, one Bet could not resist. Soon, they were both red-faced with laughter, no better than twelve-year-olds.

      “Stop…” Rane coughed. “We can’t go to the ball like this!”

      “Why not?” Bet dabbed a tear away with her handkerchief. She was not risking ruining the fine embroidery that took nearly a year to complete by wiping her face on her sleeves. “You’re already married, and I’m not interested in a single man who will be there.”

      They would all be relatives or men she’d met a thousand times before. Men she’d rejected long ago by staying in Faerie so long. But Rane had asked her to return home. Their brother Ebon was off searching for the northern clan behind the raids on Faerie and Lorea with his new wife, the spymaster of Faerie. Mother had been most displeased at receiving only a brief note before they set sail.

      Rane needed someone she could trust absolutely at court. Unlike many noble families, the Lorean royal children loved each other. Even more importantly, they liked each other.

      “You never know. The ambassador from Fuartir and his entourage will be there. Could be an eligible bachelor among the northerners. And nearly every noble family is attending.”

      Bet stopped herself from grimacing. The northern barbarians, the fairies called them. Centuries of hot and cold wars, but in the last few years, relations between Lorea and Fuartir had thawed, bringing hope conditions may improve for everyone, Loreans, northerners, and fairies alike. The road would be long, and no serious progress could be made until the raiders were brought to heel, but the possibility of a lasting peace was more real than it had ever been.

      But too many of the noble families of Lorea were barely better, greedy for power, prestige, or wealth. Her father worked hard to reward those who showed compassion, reason, and restraint. His reign had uplifted many commoners and narrowed the wealth gap. Unfortunately, she was already related to most of the families who showed the characteristics she most valued, but perhaps there was a diamond among the chaff who would be at the ball.

      “Unlikely. I caught a glimpse of the ambassador yesterday. He’s old. Not everyone is as lucky as you.”

      Rane grabbed a pillow from Betony’s bed and threw it at her. Bet skillfully caught it and tossed it where it belonged.

      “You’re right. The goddess smiled down on me when King Armel chose Nevar to be his ambassador. You’ll get lucky someday, little sister.”

      Maybe she would, but she wasn’t worried about it. With the crown princess married and an heir produced, Bet felt no pressure to find a match yet. She was only twenty-five, and not only was the Lorean royal family long-lived, but she was also fae. Her fairy ancestry was apparent in her cranberry hair. And her magic. Mustn’t forget that. No one would let her.

      “Can you finish my laces?” she asked as she slid on her slippers. They sparkled with beads of silvered glass, shining jewels in the firelight.

      Rane pulled until her laces were snug, but not tight, just how Bet liked them. She smoothed her skirt.

      “Do you need help with your hair, too?” Rane tucked a lock behind Bet’s ear.

      “From you?” Bet snorted.

      Rane scowled in jest, but her eyes twinkled. Moss-green, as were their father’s. Hair like his, too, while Bet had the fairy-bright hair, and her eyes were a brilliant emerald. Ebon was a mix of their mother, with her darkling eyes, and their father, with the same dark chestnut hair as Rane. The only two features the three siblings shared were a heart-shaped face and golden beige skin. But at least Rane and Ebon blended in. Bet stood out like a rooster in a henhouse, though she was more chick size.

      Bet whistled a three-note tune, and her feathered sidekick fluttered over. He took strands of her hair, twisting and weaving, while she shoved hairpins with cascading glass beads matching her shoes into the elaborate coiffure. Soon, the bird chirped his approval. The beads glimmered like stars in her hair.

      “Ooh, me too!” Rane fought the squeal, and her voice came out all cracked.

      With another whistle, the bird jumped to her sister and in a few moments, complicated braids spilled down Rane’s back. While her sister was distracted, Bet slipped a small knife from under her pillow and into her pocket. It never hurt to be prepared, and the knife was easier to conceal than her staff.

      The blue bird retreated to his perch on the bedpost, looking self-satisfied, the scamp. Just in time too, as someone pounded on the door.

      “I know you’re in there, Rane.” Nevar’s voice rumbled through the heavy wood. “You forgot your mask.”

      Her sister sighed and looped her arm around Bet’s. “A crown princess’s duty is never done. Still sure you don’t want the job?”

      Bet snagged her own mask, a bejeweled replica of a blue tit’s head, complete with a tiny black beak, from the dressing table on their way out.

      “I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life.”

      “Ah, well, can’t blame me for trying.”

      Rane pulled open the door to a handsome man with reddish-brown skin dressed in green, his matching mask atop his tightly curled hair. He handed a gold mask to his wife and placed a tender kiss on her lips.

      “You look beautiful, my love.” His eyes shone in adoration.

      Betony hoped she would find someone who looked at her with devotion, wonder, and passion all in a single glance.

      “And Bet, you are a vision, truly,” he continued, barely looking her way.

      “Spoken like a dedicated diplomat,” Bet said brightly. It was an old joke yet fitting. Nevar had been a diplomat, and still handled most of the matters needing a lighter touch than her sister’s.

      “Come, ladies, the ball awaits. And god forbid we have to stay past midnight.” He offered his arm to Rane.

      “I am not a fucking lady,” Rane responded, but her voice lacked anger.

      “No, you’re a princess. And so am I.” Bet tied on her mask. “What happens at midnight?”

      “Parents pass out cold. Why do you think the king and queen always leave early? Rane assures me it’s a Lorean phenomenon.”

      Laughter echoed in the hall as they walked to the ballroom. Rane was right. Who knew what this night would hold? Perhaps she’d find her prince after all. Stranger things had happened.
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      Her bright hair sparkled with stars, and her laughter was a delicate melody that raised the hairs on the back of Dorin’s neck. He waited for the princesses to disappear around the corner before he emerged from the shadows. He shook off the odd feeling, ducked down another hall, and trudged up some stairs, hurrying to the Fuartiran ambassador’s quarters.

      “You’re late,” Ambassador Vedel said, whipping around as Dorin slipped in. The gray-haired man wore a stern frown, and his impatience filled the air.

      “Apologies, milord.” Dorin hung the sequin-bedecked costume he’d been carrying on the side of the wardrobe. “I took a wrong turn and found myself in the royal corridor as the crown princess and her sister exited. I didn’t want to draw any attention.”

      Only half a lie. He’d been exactly where he’d meant to be but hadn’t expected company yet. The ambassador grunted and waved a hand before undoing the laces on his tunic.

      “What do you think of our recent arrival?”

      Princess Betony, he meant. The diminutive fae woman had only arrived a few days ago, and this had been his second glimpse of her. The first had been as she cantered into the stables with her fine white gelding and handed him the reins while she prepared to rub down the horse.

      “I’m not sure,” he answered honestly.

      “Strange hair, that girl.”

      It was strange, yet whimsically beautiful. He wanted to run his fingers through it, see if it was as soft as the silk it reminded him of.

      “I understand unusual hair is a mark of her fairy blood.” Vedel should know this. He’d been the clan chief’s second for decades, had helped Clan Fher rise to be the most powerful of the seven Fuartiran clans.

      The ambassador shivered, and his lips thinned in disgust. He dropped the subject as he pulled on a new deep blue tunic. Dorin handed him a light blue velvet doublet covered in dark blue sequins that matched the tunic. Vedel glittered like a wave on a sunny day. Dorin buttoned the garment, brushed off a stray bit of fluff, and ran a comb through the ambassador’s thinning hair. His blue eyes snapped with impatience.

      “Very impressive, milord,” Dorin said after a last look over to ensure everything appeared just right. He grabbed a wooden mask painted white and blue to mimic glacier ice. Large icicle projections stuck out from the top.

      Vedel snatched the mask from Dorin’s hands. “I will leave the ball as soon as the bells finish tolling midnight. I am unused to late nights, and I expect you to be here to help me undress. Do nothing foolish.”

      The ambassador strode from the room. Holding his tongue, Dorin bowed as Vedel left and pulled the door shut behind him.

      The old man treated him as though Dorin wasn’t a trusted manservant trained by the clan chief’s own chamberlain, as though Dorin wasn’t someone to fear. But correcting the ambassador was a terrible idea. Not only was he proud and a stickler for hierarchy, but he had no idea what Dorin actually was. Few did. The best way to get on Vedel’s good side was to demonstrate his skills.

      Dorin slipped through the door on the other wall and into his own small chamber, always at the ready to serve his lord. He stripped off a well-constructed but plain gray jerkin and woolen tunic, dropping them to the floor. He might miss all the hidden pockets in the jerkin, but he had a part to play tonight. Freshening up in the washbasin, Dorin enjoyed the piney scent of the soap, a small luxury he had brought from home that reminded him of the woods outside his village.

      What had he thought of Betony? She’d noticed he was new and asked his name upon her arrival. When she realized he was with the ambassador’s party, she’d apologized for mistaking him for a stable hand. Unusual treatment from someone so high in the hierarchy. How she’d laughed with her sister and her brother-in-law sent a stab of envy into his gut. He was lucky when his brothers ignored him and had spent most of his childhood praying to both Alet and Zovog they would forget he ever existed. Besides his mother, the only person in his family who didn’t look at him as if he was something to be scraped off a boot was his sister. She was merely content to pretend he’d never been born.

      Ablutions done, he pulled out his costume. Or perhaps disguise was the better term.

      Dorin was medium. Medium height, medium build, medium brown hair, medium beige skin tone. Generically handsome enough to avoid being singled out for being ugly, not so handsome to garner undue attention. Nothing about him would draw undue attention, which was a key part of his pretense and allowed him to be unnoticeable.

      Tonight, his job was to keep his eyes and ears open and report to Jani, who would pass along any news of interest to Chief Kalman. The chamberlain had known the ball would be an excellent opportunity to confirm gossip and get a feel for the pulse of the Lorean aristocracy. Many would be attending who rarely visited the castle of Avora, and what was said in whispers and innuendo was often far more valuable than what was said at the bargaining table. Information on whether the potential treaty with Fuartir was looked upon favorably, or with skepticism, or with hostility would be most useful. He had supplied Dorin with coin to buy an outfit worthy of a lord so he could sneak into the ball unbeknownst to the egotistical ambassador.

      His disguise was the best he could afford. The breeches were an earthy green, well-made but with little decoration. The tunic matched, but the quilted silk doublet was gold with red, brown, and orange leaves embroidered on it, and his half-mask was a work of art. He had carved it himself from a single piece of maple he’d found outside the stable. The bottom section preserved the bark, but the top edge was covered in sculpted leaves and painted to match those embroidered on his doublet.

      He tied it around his head and listened at the door. Silence. He cracked it open and glanced up and down the hall. No one. Perfect. Dorin stepped out, pulling on the hem of his doublet and adopting his persona for the night.

      He straightened his back and lifted his chin as he moved into the center of the hall. He was no longer a trusted servant, but a young lord who belonged in these corridors in his own right.

      “Good evening, milord,” said a servant he passed as he strode to the ballroom.

      The clerics of Zovog had trained him well.

      He waited until the pages were busy helping other nobles before strolling into the crowded, brightly lit room as though he owned it. Tonight he wasn’t Dorin, bastard son of Chief Kalman of the Fher Clan, tolerated only when useful. No, he passed himself off as Lord Drees from a small holding outside Teruelle.

      Dorin grabbed a glass of red wine and mingled.

      “A blessed solstice to you all,” he said in an aristocratic Teruellan accent as he joined a small group of Loreans. Mid-level nobility judging by the costumes.

      Already well in their cups, they returned his greeting enthusiastically. He was here to gather whatever gossip he could, gossip Vedel couldn’t. The Loreans were too reticent around the ambassador and the other officials. Smart people, both the royals and their subjects. At best, the ambassador had only Fuartir’s interests in mind. At worst, only his own. Another part of Dorin’s job was to find out which.

      They seemed to have no qualms about sharing with a young Teruellan lord. The women flirted casually, and the men clapped him on the back. But one person seemed to be on everyone’s mind.

      “I heard Princess Betony embroidered her own gown,” a young lady said in an awestruck tone.

      “Why did the crown princess call her sister back to court?” an older man asked an even older woman.

      “I haven’t seen Prince Ebon lately. Perhaps that’s why,” the woman replied.

      In yet another conversation, a young lordling eyed the princess appreciatively from across the ballroom before saying, “I wonder when she’ll start courting.”

      Dorin tucked away the bits and bobs of gossip, rumor, and tales. He would write a letter to the chamberlain before bed to be sent by pigeon if urgent, and by barge and ship if not. So far, it seemed ship would win out. Why the princess had returned and who she might court were of interest, but not critical.

      Music filled the air, and couples whirled across the dance floor, led in large part by Crown Princess Ranunculus and her consort, Prince Nevar. Despite being the center of conversation tonight, Princess Betony was alone at the edge of the crowd, looking as if she’d prefer to disappear into the tapestries lining the walls.

      Nonsense. No one so beautiful should sit out a ball. Not to mention, if there was anything to know about the royals, what better way to find out than flatter the lonely youngest daughter? Or so he tried to convince himself. It had nothing at all to do with his fascination with the fae princess. Nothing at all.

      Dorin snagged two glasses of the bubbly wine the Loreans preferred and headed straight for her. She twisted a ring on her finger, but her alert eyes behind the blue, black, and white bird mask scanned the crowd.

      “Who are you waiting for, my lady?” he asked, still in his posh accent.

      She jumped and reached into a pocket cleverly concealed in the pleats of the dress. For an instant, Dorin was sure she had a weapon, but what could she possibly conceal in a pocket? Betony examined him and must have decided he posed no threat. The hand came out of the pocket, and she pasted on a fake smile.

      “My goodness, you startled me, my lord…”

      Her voice was sweet, too sweet, and belied by her eyes. They were sharp and considering, trying desperately to place him.

      He gave her an enigmatic smile and held out one of the drinks he carried.

      “Now, now. What fun is it to reveal my identity at a masquerade ball?”

      She shifted away from the wall and took the offered drink.

      “Fair enough, though you can probably guess who I am.”

      “True, but let’s pretend I can’t.”

      His words earned him a smile bright enough to take his breath away, if he was so inclined. Which he wasn’t. He was not a flirty young lord, and he had a job to do.

      “To pretense, then.” He lifted his glass to hers.

      A small chime rang out as the glasses touched.

      “To pretense.”

      Betony sipped her drink, and Dorin couldn’t tear his gaze from her pink lips touching the glass. Unthinking, he gulped a large swallow of the sweet, tangy concoction. The bubbles tickled his nose, and it took everything in his power to keep from sneezing the liquid all over the princess. Instead, he nearly choked.

      “Are you quite all right, my lord?” The words seemed genuine, and she leaned in to pat his back gently in concern.

      Dorin inhaled deeply, taking comfort in her warm touch. He placed his nearly full glass on a table. Whatever it was, the stuff was deadly to his sophisticated persona. Next time, he would forgo the bubbly and stick to a less festive drink. Water was never a bad choice.

      “Yes, thank you. I do not think this is for me.”

      “Want to know a secret?” She placed her glass next to his.

      He raised a brow, and she smiled.

      “It’s not my favorite, either. The bubbles tickle my nose. It makes me want to sneeze.”

      Dorin couldn’t help it. He barked out a laugh. “Precisely my problem.”

      “Well then, my lord, we are of the same mind.”

      She hooked her arm through his and started walking to a table loaded with food and beverages at the far end of the ballroom.

      “Where are you taking me? My mother warned me not to go off with strange women.”

      “Why did you approach me in the first place? I am clearly the strangest woman here.”

      “Oh, surely not.”

      He glanced around. Well, perhaps she was right. Everyone else had hair in natural colors: blond, brown, black, a few gray-headed elders. A flash of red here and there. But her hair was the color of the lingonberries that grew in the temple garden he had helped his mother tend as a child. He remembered gathering them so she could make jam. He pushed aside the painful memory.

      “For the moment, I am. Here we are!” Betony plucked two small glasses filled with a golden liquid and handed one to him. “The ambassador from Fuartir was kind enough to provide mead for Solstice. I snuck a taste earlier, and it’s positively delightful. Cheers!”

      As he sipped the drink from his homeland, the strangest notion crossed his mind—how would her lips taste after drinking this? He almost choked again.

      She grinned at him, as though sensing his thought. “Good?”

      He nodded and drained the glass, as did she. He thunked the glass on the table and held out a hand with an elegant flourish worthy of the lord he was pretending to be. “Would you care to dance, my lady?”

      The princess placed her glass next to his and took his hand. “Yes, I would.”

      Dorin led her out to the other dancers as the band struck up a lively country tune. He wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her close. The heady scent of rosemary and something light and floral filled his senses, sending his heart racing.

      “Do I need to lead, my lord?” Her nose twitched with humor as he paused, taking in the feel of her.

      “No, I’ve got it. Just noting the tempo.”

      He stepped to the beat, whirling and twirling in time to the music as his mother taught him so many years ago. He was okay with a waltz, could never keep the formal dances straight, but this…this, he could handle.

      He held Betony close, watching her breaths quicken, her cheeks flush. Her musical laughter blended beautifully with the instruments. Everything she did was beautiful and graceful.

      This was…fun.

      And it had been a dog’s age since Dorin had fun.
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      Something about the young lord’s eyes entranced her. Otherwise, he was nearly forgettable. Mouse brown hair, a height that blended into the crowd, and a body neither broad nor thin. Had he not approached her, Betony never would have noticed him.

      But he had, and his voice did strange things to her insides. The thrum of it set off a resonance, and her whole body vibrated every time he spoke. And those eyes—when the glimmer of the fairy lamps hit them, the gold flecks in the medium brown sparked with amusement and, perhaps, attraction. Goddess, she hoped it was attraction.

      He led her across the floor in a wild dance, and she realized his body was not all it seemed. He was graceful and strong, leading her through spins and twirls, dips and jumps as though he’d been born to this. With her hand on his shoulder, and his on her waist, the power of his muscles was obvious. Why hadn’t she noticed before? He was more muscular than at first glance.

      Nevar had played this trick when he first arrived in Lorea. He’d been hiding his years of sword training from his stepmother. With good reason, it had turned out. The hag was still locked in prison for almost killing him.

      So why was this man determined for people to underestimate him?

      Betony had little chance to think on the question. The music swept her up in its exuberance, and the lord’s movements grew more complicated. It was all she could do to keep pace. Laughter escaped her lips, blending with the music, and before long, she forgot all her questions.

      She let go of any suspicions and enjoyed the moment. He knew who she was, but for tonight, on the longest night of the year, she would pretend she was just a woman dancing with just a man with no politics, no past, and no thoughts of tomorrow.

      The music ended, and the dancers clapped, surrounding Betony and her partner, who had taken over the dance floor. She curtsied with a flourish, and her lord gave an overly dramatic bow. Whistles and cheers greeted their performance. He leaned in closer.

      “Want to get out of here?” he whispered.

      Oh yes, she certainly did. The flash of what she could do with this man with a smidge more privacy left her even more breathless than the dancing. She grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the open doors leading to the gardens. Though it was cold outside, the heat from all the bodies made the ballroom nearly intolerable without a few open windows and doors.

      Protests arose, and invitations to dance another round followed them, but Bet paid them no mind.

      “Sorry, it seems the lady has other ideas,” her dance partner said, laughing.

      She led him outside onto a wide balcony overlooking the gardens. On the right, stone steps led to where the winter roses bloomed in the garden, their purple-tinged petals standing out against the snow and their soft scent wafting through the snowflakes. The holly leaves glistened in the moonlight, and the air was crisp and clean.

      With a long exhale, Bet released the tension of being surrounded by so many people. It was unusual for her to be the center of attention. Her parents had worked hard to keep the court’s focus off her, and Bet had not objected, not after the ball shortly before she turned eighteen. It had been a disaster she had no wish to repeat ever.

      “Thank you.” She leaned against the iron railing. Her human blood protected her from the physical effects of iron on a fairy, though it did interfere with her magic to a large degree. “It was getting a little crowded.”

      He smirked, seeing through her lie immediately as he joined her at the railing. His hand inched closer to hers. “It was always crowded, my lady.”

      She held her breath, wanting his touch once more. Though they’d held each other close, this seemed more intimate. The doors to the ballroom remained open, yet no one else was out here, and the voices and music seemed a world away. Bet let out a sigh when he didn’t move.

      “I suppose you’re right. Let’s say it felt more crowded.”

      “I will grant you that. You do not enjoy the limelight, do you?”

      “No, I do not. In Faerie, I blend in. Here, I stand out. I always have, but I convinced myself I could fade into the background when needed.”

      “You shouldn’t have to fade into the background.”

      Finally, finally, he covered her hand with his. Tendrils of desire traveled up her arm, strong enough she almost pulled away, but the steady warmth that followed in their wake soothed the lingering regret over the past.

      “It’s safer,” she murmured.

      “Safer for whom?”

      Bet glanced at him. Those golden-flecked eyes still glittered in the moonlight, as fiercely as they had inside.

      “For everyone. Things don’t go well when I’m the center of attention.”

      He was quiet a moment but held on to her. The strains of the next song floated through the doors.

      “No one is paying any attention now.” His voice once again set her heart strings vibrating. “Dance with me again.”

      He didn’t tug on her, didn’t grasp her waist, didn’t do anything other than wait for her response. His patience made up her mind. Betony stepped into his embrace and grabbed his free hand, placing it on her waist. He drew her close, and they waltzed gently across the balcony, observed only by the stars, the moon, and the roses climbing the rails.

      The last notes died out and polite applause drifted into the wintry night. He brought her fingers to his lips and kissed them.

      “Thank you, my lady,” he said before dropping her hand.

      She dipped a slight curtsy but couldn’t keep the smile from her lips. “Thank you, my lord.”

      “Aren’t you cold?”

      “No, not yet. Part of being fae.”

      “How does your family handle it?”

      So in tune with his voice, she detected the small tremble telling her the answer mattered. Betony carefully considered her words.

      “My family—my parents, my brother, my sister—have never made me feel anything other than love. Well, maybe caution. My parents made sure I had training for my gifts so I wouldn’t hurt myself or others.”

      They’d been almost perfectly successful. She shook away the memory. It had been their desire to keep her close that had led to the incident at the ball seven years ago. No one’s fault in particular, but the situation couldn’t arise again. After all these years in Faerie, training with the best wielders of magic and the best warriors, it wouldn’t.

      “You are lucky. Not every family is as understanding.”

      His shoulders hunched, and the pain of rejection radiated from him. This time, she covered his hand with hers.

      “I know. But everyone deserves that kind of understanding.”

      He smiled sadly. “Perhaps.”

      Shaking his head, as if ridding himself of whatever pain the past had caused, he plastered on a smile that was a bit too wide, and a bit too practiced.

      “Look at me, two dances with a beautiful woman and I become as morose as a moose.”

      “Maybe a third dance will make your smile real.” She was unable to stop herself from calling out the false one.

      It worked. The smile softened and melted her heart.

      “As you say, my lady.”

      He pulled her once more into his arms, and though there was no music, they danced to the patter of snowflakes on the stone and the voices murmuring inside. When the band struck up another tune, it shut out the rest of the world, leaving only a man and only a woman dancing in the snow, like the stories Rane used to read to her when they were young.

      Her companion stiffened as the music ended. He raised her hand and kissed her fingers once more.

      “You must forgive me. My time here draws to a close.” He stepped aside.

      “Will I see you again?” she asked, his warmth seeming much further away than the arm length currently between them.

      “Oh, I’m sure,” he said with a wicked grin. “But in case you don’t recognize me, let me leave you something to remember me by.”

      He closed the distance between them, wrapping an arm around her waist and cupping her cheek. He lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her. For an instant, it was only a gentle brush of his warm lips, tasting of flowers and honey from the mead, but she stood on her tiptoes and pressed into him. With a groan, he deepened the kiss, his lips growing insistent. She opened to him, and his tongue traced her lower lip.

      Betony shivered with the pleasure of it, but before she could return the favor, the bells tolled once, marking midnight on the solstice. More would ring soon, and the pealing of all the bells in Avora would fill the air. He pulled away. She blinked at him in confusion.

      “I really must leave.” His fingers trailed along her arms.

      “But I don’t want you to go.”

      He framed her face with his callused hands. “Close your eyes and keep them closed until the bells stop ringing. Imagine I’m here with you.”

      She looked deep into his eyes and saw a desire fervent enough to shock her.

      “Do you trust me, Princess?”

      It was madness, but she did. Betony closed her eyes, and her breath quickened. One peal, two…

      His lips brushed hers again, then were gone, along with his strong, sure hands. Betony waited until the last note of the last bell faded until the sound was nothing more than a memory.

      She opened her eyes and touched her lips, still warm from their kisses. He was gone. On the railing was his mask, the leaves almost lifelike. She picked it up and held it close. This was a night she would never forget.
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      What in Zovog’s name had he been thinking? Death themself would never understand the risk Dorin had taken tonight. Dancing with the princess. Flirting with her. Fucking kissing her. He’d gone mad, obviously. Might as well admit it.

      He rushed through the corridors, only slowing when shadows or voices hinted at others about. The ambassador would be more than displeased if Dorin wasn’t waiting for him when he returned from the ball. No one questioned his presence, and he arrived at Vedel’s quarters as the last bell quieted.

      Dorin slipped in, closing the door behind him, and darted across the room to his own chamber. He pulled off his fancy doublet as he went and shoved it into the still open trunk, not bothering to close the door between his room and the ambassador’s. He stripped down to his drawers and quickly yanked on his trousers and tunic.

      Just in time. Voices murmured in the hall outside and the door cracked open. Vedel stumbled in, barely supported by an equally drunk Lorant, the warrior from the chief’s personal war band sent as the head of the diplomatic guard. The burly man glared around the room, but before he could call out, Dorin strode in and helped him settle the ambassador into an armchair near the hearth. Lorant collapsed into the other.

      “Get me a whiskey,” Vedel said. “And one for Lorant, too.”

      Dorin calmly strode to the sideboard and poured two snifters of whiskey from their homeland. The smokey scent of cherrywood filled the room. This was a drink, none of the Lorean bubbly crap. Yet it called to mind the sweetness of the mead, which lingered on his tongue along with the taste of the princess. He wished he could join them in sharing a dram to fend off the remaining confusion.

      He carefully placed the glasses on the small table between the two chairs, and Vedel waved him away. Dorin took his place next to the sideboard and did the thing he did best. He listened. The aristocracy often forgot servants were about. He’d learned plenty in the past by simply remaining quiet and pretending he didn’t exist.

      Vedel sipped his whiskey. “So, Lorant, did you have your chance to dance with the fae princess?”

      Lorant barked out a laugh. “No. I kept trying to corner her, but she moved about the room like a lynx in the forest. Then she disappeared with that godsdamned southlander lord.”

      Dorin suppressed a tight smile. His disguise had worked, and he’d kept Princess Betony far from this brute.

      “Likely for the best. As much as the chief wants to solidify an alliance with the Lorean court, could you imagine being tied to a woman such as her? Too dainty, and too magical.”

      Lorant raised his glass. “She’d likely freeze to death at the first sign of winter in Cseobar. And I wouldn’t want children with hair that color.”

      It took every ounce of willpower to keep from introducing the ambassador and his guard to his fists. How dare Lorant assume he was good enough for her?

      A few dances with her, and he was ready to…what? Reveal his true purpose and throw away years of work? No, he was being ridiculous. The safety and happiness of Princess Betony was firmly out of his control, as it should be.

      “Still, a marriage is the easiest way to form an alliance,” Vedel continued, ever the seasoned politician. “And the sooner the chief can do so, the sooner the Witan will proclaim him king. But I doubt one of his heorthwerod could catch the eye of the fae bitch.”

      Ah yes, his father’s ulterior motive for dealing with the Loreans. Sure, more trade and fewer skirmishes between Lorea and Clan Fher would be mutually beneficial. But if he made a significant agreement with King Rowan, Kalmar would have a solid base from which to build the kingdom he wanted. Not content to be merely a clan chief, an equal on the governing council of the Witan, he wanted to rule all of Fuartir. And a treaty with Lorea would be an important step.

      Dorin didn’t care, not really. His mother and the other clerics had raised him to serve his chief, to serve his clan, and someday he would serve his country. As the unacknowledged, mostly unknown, bastard of the chief, the best he could hope for was to be the secret sword of Clan Fher. To raise his father’s stature among the other clans of Fuartir and guarantee his clan’s preeminent place on the Witan. As brutal and violent as Kalman could be, the other clan chiefs were far worse, and the best hope for the northern lands was to install his father as king. Or so he’d been told, and so he believed.

      “Shame to end the raids. They’ve brought wealth and glory to our clan.” Lorant held his glass to the fire and studied its amber depths. “I suppose there is still Faerie. Plenty of opportunity for gold and glory with the fairy bastards.”

      “Not for too much longer, though. Once we’ve made a treaty with Lorea, the Queens will see the benefits. Kalman wants to better the relations with Faerie as well once he’s secured his own crown.” Vedel polished off his whiskey and held out his glass for more. Dorin filled it. “And our stay here this winter is an excellent opportunity to build his case with the Loreans.”

      Keeping Faerie as an enemy would make it easier to gather the other clans around Chief Kalman of the Clan Fher. Dorin wasn’t a politician; he was a servant, a gatherer of gossip and whispers, and a knife in the night. He served his lord and his chief, he did not question them. And right now, his chief wanted some sort of leverage to treat with King Rowan.
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