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      The Summer Realm. The land of the fey.

      Eithni’s people had called it The Realm of the Gods.

      If Eithni had stepped into this world over six weeks ago, before she learned the truth behind her clan’s beliefs and words…

      Well, she would have known even then it was no place for mortals.

      The Summer Realm was like a wild dream. It was like being drunk on honey wine at high summer. Nothing quite made sense. Everything was too beautiful, too strange.

      First, the air: a silken caress of warmth. Thick, honeyed, redolent with myriad flowers.

      Coming from the icy bluster of the human land of Cait—into this—had been a slap of shock. Once from which Eithni was still reeling.

      She breathed, and it flooded her mouth. Spices on her tongue, none she could name. The taste of colors. How was it possible to be savoring heady green-gold in one moment, then velvety purple, then crisp aquamarine?

      The heat of the air was like a blanket, or a second skin. She had worn a woolen tunic-dress and heavy wrappings for her wild ride through the winter forest. She hadn’t truly expected to end up here, where the temperature was rapidly becoming unbearable.

      The thick dark-colored mantle dropped from her shoulders. She didn’t try to pick it up. In fact, in a few frantic movements she removed the heavy woolen gown as well, leaving her clad in a thinner undyed tunic that would be terribly inappropriate in her own clan, or in Cait…

      But not so, here. She somehow had that feeling.

      The warm breeze picked up strands of Eithni’s long, dark hair, and blew them across her pale exposed collarbone.

      The sun beat down so brightly, Eithni’s eyes hadn’t yet adjusted to what she was seeing…or perhaps she simply couldn’t understand it.

      She tried to focus. Was she standing in a meadow, or on a golden-green sea? Everything shimmered and wavered in her vision. Jewel-bright things flitted in the air. Birds? Insects?

      She didn’t hear any birdsong she recognized. There were murmurs on the air, like voices she couldn’t quite understand. Something like a melody, fluting and then drifting away before she could catch it. The closer rustle of the grass should have been familiar, but it too seemed to carry whispers and strange music inside it.

      She needed to touch something. She was a tactile being, and her hands itched to feel this world, to know what was real.

      But would that be wise?

      Eithni finally became aware of a hand gripping hers. Sable’s.

      She looked down at it. A beautiful, strong hand, golden-brown with a subtle sheen of fine fur. Eithni’s eyes followed it up, along the bare, well-muscled, golden-pelted arm that Sable no longer had to hide from human eyes. To those broad shoulders, graceful neck…and that lovely, strange face Eithni had come to cherish.

      Strong cheekbones, generous mouth, dark eyes rich with warmth. And, yes—furred, with a stripe of darker brown from nose to forehead, like a roe deer. Sable’s thick brown hair wasn’t crowned with antlers, but then, she was hind, not hart.

      Eithni looked up into her fey lover’s face, and realized how perfectly the deer-woman belonged to this place.

      And how foolhardy it was for Eithni, a human, to be here.

      Sable must have noticed the fear, the question in Eithni’s eyes, for she squeezed her hand.“I think we’re safe here. For now.”

      But for how long? How long before their fey enemies—the Lightlord especially, Sable’s one-time liege—found them, here in their own territory?

      And how did it come to pass that Eithni, a seemingly-intelligent mortal woman—someone who thought long and deep, asked too many questions, and always chose her own way—had willingly stepped into a situation so dangerous, so fraught, that she had spent the last seven weeks in fear of this very moment?

      Oh, Eithni knew how. Of course she knew.

      It was all for love.

      As recently as a week ago, Eithni thought that if she ever survived to tell her story—to ears willing to hear it—she would only tell the beginning.

      She would end it just after the mysterious deer-woman from the “Realm of the Gods” leaped from the fey world into the mortal one for the sake of love. For the sake of Eithni, the human girl too odd to live comfortably within her remote island clan, and therefore the perfect Solstice Gift to the gods.

      Until she refused to be sacrificed, of course.

      Yes, Eithni thought she would end the story only a few moments after she defied her own people—and defied the “gods” themselves—by choosing to stay in her own world with the beautiful fey creature who crossed realms to save her.

      And she’d finish the tale with the hope that shone in their eyes as they stepped into the winter sun together, holding hands in front of the entire Gull Clan, preparing to tell them that the love of two women—fey and human—just destroyed their traditions forever.

      That was the easier story to tell.

      The six weeks that had come after that—the rejection, the exile, the travel to the southern land of Cait with Eithni’s father, the only mortal willing to treat with them—none of that was worth telling, and she preferred not to think of it anyway.

      The important thing was, Eithni had never thought she would see the Summer Realm, the very place from which Sable had saved her.

      But then—things had changed so quickly in the past few days, after they had landed in Cait, that Eithni’s head still reeled from it all.

      She still scarcely understood what happened.

      An icy blast of wind tore through the bare-limbed trees of the Cenn River valley, pushing at Eithni’s back. Pushing her toward the prone figure of her beloved, who panted in deer-form on the dark forest floor, spent and unable to run further.

      Behind Eithni, Sable’s brother also gasped in deer-form, wounded by her horse’s hooves, but Eithni only had eyes for one quarry.

      Against her will, the spear in Eithni’s hand leveled at Sable’s neck, poised to strike.

      But Eithni would not let the Lightlord’s magic force her to complete the Hunt, his revenge, this way.

      She was the Huntress, not he. The fey lord’s manipulations might have brought them to this point, but somehow in this moment, Eithni guessed what the Lightlord had not: a human could bend this power to her own designs, with enough mortal belief at her back, and a strong will to match.

      Or perhaps it was sheer desperation that led to Eithni’s final defiance.

      She dropped her spear. “I will hunt in my own way.”

      She threw her arms around the hind’s neck, and claimed Sable as her own.

      The magic that had flooded her with crackling energy—the fey magic of the Hunt, she had thought—surged through her, into Sable…and felt brighter, somehow. Purer.

      Like it was hers.

      Sable changed back into her human-shaped self, and Eithni knew they had turned the tide. Somehow, they had done it.

      But the magic—it was like taking living lightning into her hands. Wild, powerful, not quite in her control. Fear surged through Eithni. She didn’t know how to harness this power.

      But Sable did.

      “You did the hardest part already,” the fey woman said, eyes full of love. “Let me help you.”

      She took Eithni in her arms and kissed her.

      Then something happened that Eithni did not understand at all.

      The power changed again.

      She could feel it swirling between them, growing in strength, joining them together almost as a single entity. She had to close her eyes against the bright glow they made together…and when she opened her eyes again, her love had a glowing crown of antlers.

      Like the Huntress that Eithni had claimed to be, for just a moment—

      And then another power surged near them, malevolent, and the Lightlord himself tried to wrest control, open a Door from the Summer Realm, pull them through.

      But they pushed back, together, and won.

      And the Door remained, theirs to control.

      There had been a few logical reasons to step through the Door then, one could argue. While it was still on their terms.

      Umber, Sable’s brother, had no reason to remain in the mortal realm. He was with them now due to the Lightlord, who had used him against Sable during the Hunt. It would have been cruel to trap him there in Cait, where he’d have needed to pretend to be human just as Sable had.

      Although…they could have sent him through the Door on his own.

      But Sable surely wouldn’t have wanted to let him out of her sight. And there were Sable’s own people to think of: the Daylight Order, the existence of which Eithni had only recently learned. Sable had been gathering information on the fixed Door—the fey side of the stone cairn that resided in Eithni’s own Gull Island—on that fateful winter day that changed everything. Eithni now understood the guilt Sable felt for leaving her work undone, when she’d impulsively made that leap on the day of the Solstice.

      And surely the work of the Daylight Order was worth resuming—trying to find a way to wrest the power of the Doors from the corrupt Lightlords that held them.

      Everything that had happened to Eithni and Sable so far only reinforced that belief.

      And...of course Eithni couldn’t let Sable go back to it alone. If she did, she might never see her love again.

      But still, if Eithni was being perfectly honest with herself—and she tried to be—it was the dream of finding a place where she and Sable could be themselves, together, that ultimately pushed her through.

      No more fey glamour hiding Sable’s true form and gender. No more sideways glances toward Eithni, the unconventional female stone-carver, who was never terribly good at disguising her “otherness” to begin with. Her preference for women had been an open secret in the Gull Clan—and a likely reason they had wanted to be rid of her.

      She had hidden that part of herself in Cait, but chafed at the need for Sable to disguise herself as Eithni’s respectable Gull husband. At the difficulty in finding private moments to be their true selves.

      No more.

      She had feared leaving her life behind once…but now the only thing she regretted letting go was her father, Edarnon, the stone-carver who knew the truth of everything and still supported her through it all.

      He had even known there was a possibility that Eithni would leave him for the Summer Realm, by her own choice. He had understood, even supported the idea. He had wanted her to be happy.

      She would miss him terribly.

      She looked behind her, then. The Door they had come through—a rectangle of light and magic—was long gone now. There was no going back.

      There was no point in regret.
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