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      For three days Marie had stayed captive in her room in Chateau de Chinon, the palace of the seneschal of her half-brother King Henry II, waiting to be handed over to churchmen who would have her executed as a witch and a murderer. She didn’t regret being either, though Bishop Josceline had tried to kill her, making “murderer” a bit of a misnomer.

      She’d been fed and watered, and the door remained unlocked, but aside from household servants who scurried in and out, she was alone. And lonely. She had sent Asta, her beloved ferret, out of the window in search of the fairy queen Tryamour. Tryamour might have abandoned Marie for breaking her promise, but Marie knew she would never reject Asta. Marie cursed herself, her quick tongue, a thousand times for slipping up under the interrogation of the demon Hardouin and confessing her love affair with the fairy queen. The moment she said it, all the queen’s gifts—an endless purse of money, a small horn that would bring Tryamour immediately to Marie’s side, and the fairy’s friendship and affection—vanished, leaving Marie deservedly alone.

      For three days, Marie had studied the stupid coin that the now-dead Bishop Josceline had dropped in her room at Shaftesbury Abbey during his horrific visit some time ago. She was certain he meant to drop it for her, but wasn’t sure why, given that he was possessed at the time by the demon who now possessed Henry. Henry claimed the demon was necessary to defeat the evil coming for his lands.

      Henry was an idiot.

      The coin—Roman, like the ones used to pay Judas his thirty pieces—was old and well used. Josceline had reminded her of the coin as he gasped out his last breath, right before the demon that possessed him made him slit his own throat. The three other objects she had seen, her rose, the crozier, and Bleiz’s wolf’s head, were Apostles’ objects of power, passed down from them for use against evil in this world. It seemed that, like humanity, they could be used for good or ill. So far Henry hadn’t gotten Bleiz’s wolf’s head to work. Marie theorized it was because Bleiz still lived. It also explained Henry’s willingness to kill Marie. Given the others’ capabilities, if the coin were the same as the others, it must do something useful.

      Today, the dawn of the fourth day, she sat staring at it.

      The other items worked only through human touch, so she picked it up and held it for the hundredth time at least. When she’d first clutched it, a blue flame had encompassed her whole hand. It hadn’t burned. She hadn’t even felt it. Maybe the power had to do with fire?

      A polite knock came at her chamber door, and she tucked the coin under her skirts.

      “Come in,” she called.

      She hadn’t ventured out, happy to only deal with Henry and Hardouin in her own space, though Henry hadn’t returned to speak with her since her first evening in captivity.

      The door swung open and there stood Elizabeth, Clavret’s ex-wife, the current wife of the king’s seneschal Stephen of Tours, and Henry’s partner in whatever demonic dealings were going on. Along with all those titles, she was also exceptionally beautiful, with shining blond hair, sparkling blue eyes, and the natural poise of a lady of high standing. She was also cunning, intelligent, knowledgeable, and, according to her, quite adept at magic. Next to her, Marie felt plain, awkward, and, today anyway, stupid.

      “Good morning, Marie,” Elizabeth said with a smile.

      If Marie hadn’t seen the woman watch the gruesome death of Josceline and possession of Henry, she’d have thought her soft, too. “Good morning, Lady Elizabeth.” She did not rise.

      “It’s a lovely day, and I thought we might take a turn in the gardens. You’ve kept yourself cooped up in here too long.”

      Marie snorted at the idea. “I didn’t realize I was invited to join the rest of you.”

      Elizabeth frowned as though she was dealing with an insufferable child. “Of course you are welcome. You are Henry’s kin.”

      “Kin he is going to see burned at the stake as a witch, or at least executed for the murder of a bishop. I somehow feel we’re not on the best family terms.”

      “I know he’s difficult.” Elizabeth spoke like she and Marie shared some bond over Henry. She crossed the room and sat next to Marie. “He doesn’t want to execute you.” She rolled her eyes, exasperated with the man. “He’s impulsive.”

      “True.” Marie had known that for a long time, ever since their childhood. “But also dogged. Once he gets a hold of an idea, he’s unlikely to let it go. Especially if doing so might suggest he is in the least bit wrong.”

      Elizabeth laughed, a light tinkling sound that surely sent men swooning. She beamed at Marie in a way that felt genuine. “He’s very much an ordinary man that way.” Clearly she was speaking from experience.

      “I can’t argue with that.” Anger flared inside her as she thought of Clavret’s lies.

      “You’re quite agreeable today,” Elizabeth observed, standing. “Let’s go for a turn in the gardens. We have a lot in common, and much to talk about, I think.”

      “I suppose it can’t hurt.” Marie smiled. “Give me a few moments to put on boots.” She glanced down at her bare feet, until now hidden in the length of her dress.

      “Of course. I’ll be right outside.” Elizabeth patted Marie’s arm and left the room.

      Marie retrieved the coin. She’d felt nothing from it. The rose warmed when it came to life. Marie’s own magic had a heat to it, too, destructive as it was. She leaned down and grabbed her boots from the side of her bed. She didn’t want to leave the coin here. Henry might have her room searched while she was out. But she couldn’t just walk around with it clutched in her palm. So she dropped it into her left stocking before she slipped her foot into her boot. She could feel it, right under the pad of her foot.

      Once Marie joined Elizabeth, both swathed in warm coats and gloves, the two made their way outside to the lovely garden. Marie followed Elizabeth’s lead along the silent, snow-covered pathways.

      Elizabeth spoke once they were a fair distance from the house. “I want to ask about Bleiz.” She watched Marie in sidelong glances.

      Marie kept her eyes straight ahead. “I dreamed he was being hunted,” she confessed. “And so I came.”

      “I thought as much,” Elizabeth said without judgment. “He is a difficult man to know.” She said this not to Marie, but to the air itself, her voice soft and her eyes gazing at some unseen spot.

      “Difficult is an understatement. He’s infuriating. He sent me a letter saying the two of you had reunited.”

      Elizabeth barked out a laugh. “To keep you away from him?”

      “Yes.”

      “No wonder you’re angry with him.”

      “I hate liars. In fact, my honesty has gotten me in trouble.”

      Elizabeth stopped and turned to face Marie. “Henry is a fool. I know that as well as you do. His bargain with Hardouin cannot end but badly. I’d counseled him that the demon might make that offer, and he’d assured me he wouldn’t take it.”

      Marie faced her as well. “I’m not surprised he did. Disappointed, yes. But I’ve long known he was a fool. This will ruin him.”

      “And possibly our kingdom, too.” Elizabeth sighed, a sound heavy with longing. “When Bleiz came back from Crusade, he frightened me even before I knew about his … condition. There was a darkness in him I’d glimpsed before, but it had grown.”

      “Your leaving him made it worse.”

      A flash of irritation crossed Elizabeth’s face, gone in an instant. “Perhaps.”

      “I’m sorry,” Marie said. “That was mean of me.” Elizabeth saw a monster in Bleiz and left him, and now she realized that she’d traded a wounded man for a pack of real monsters. “His choices after you left are not your fault.”

      “You understand.” She sounded surprised.

      Marie did not. She understood fear, but to be afraid of Bleiz? That was idiocy. It only took a small poke at the surface bravado to find a man horrified by his own behavior. It only took a glance at the way his servants adored him to know his depraved evil bastard thing was an act. Marie opened her mouth to tell Elizabeth just that, but the coin in her boot warmed as she began to speak. “Of course I understand. You were trapped by Bleiz, and you fled, only to find yourself married to a good man and trapped again.”

      “Yes.” She frowned, studying Marie.

      Marie held the woman’s gaze, and her heart raced. What had come out of her mouth had been the opposite of what she had planned to say. The coin stayed warm. “We do have much in common, Lady Elizabeth. Betrayed by men who think us weak and easily manipulated. But we’re not, are we? Tell me why you really brought me out here.” The words were coming easier now, and she had a sense of them before they fell from her lips.

      “You are full of surprises.” Elizabeth linked her arm through Marie’s and began to walk, pulling Marie forward. “Despite what you probably think, I’m not interested in making a deal with a demon.”

      “But you are interested in the Apostles’ talismans. That’s why you wanted to talk to me away from the house. Away from prying eyes and ears.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?” Marie asked.

      Elizabeth stopped walking and turned again to face her. “Henry has told me so much about you. About your failed marriage, joining the nunnery, the defeat of the demon, your relationship with Clavret, and with the fairy. And at every turn, he scolds and mocks.” Anger flared in her eyes. “He doesn’t understand you at all. I do. Bleiz’s change frightened me, as did the power of the talisman. It started me down a path to understand them, even if I couldn’t understand him. They are incredibly powerful, as you’ve seen, and you know what could happen if they fell into the wrong hands.”

      “You want to keep them safe?”

      “Them and me. I don’t intend to use them, but having them will make sure that I’m never at the mercy of any man again. That we are never at anyone’s mercy again.”

      “You don’t want me to join with Henry and Hardouin.” Marie jolted with the sudden realization. “You want me to join with you.”

      “Yes.”

      Marie frowned. She’d never thought of her life in the blunt terms Elizabeth had laid out, but she wasn’t wrong. Both of them were at the mercy of men. She wondered how much Elizabeth knew about the talismans. What else was out there and what could it do? Marie could see the appeal of that kind of power. If working with Bette meant keeping talismans out of Henry’s hands, it would be worth it. The coin flared to life again, and Marie smiled. “When do we start?”
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      Bleiz paced, trotting back and forth in front of King Orfeo’s army, maybe a thousand men. Orfeo rode a horse, a brown steed whose eyes glowed a fiery yellow, and he himself was clad in loose armor, his chin-length brown hair blew back from his face by the wind. He had a helmet tucked under one arm.

      “We’ll follow you, Bleiz,” Orfeo called to him.

      Bleiz nodded and trotted across the bridge toward the two faeries, Thistle and Coxcomb, who led him to Orfeo’s kingdom. Both faeries rose at his approach, having been lounging on the far side of the moat, awaiting his return. Thistle was tall and lean, with shrewd eyes but a bright personality. Coxcomb was small and round, with a dour personality entirely opposed to their cheery appearance. Both, though, looked worried at his approach.

      “Orfeo is willing to fight with us,” Bleiz said as he approached.

      “Good,” Thistle said softly, eyes on the armed man on a horse and the lines of soldiers behind him.

      “You’re sure this is help and not an invasion, wolf?” Coxcomb blustered with fear in his eyes.

      Bleiz wanted to growl at him, remind him that Orfeo was being kind, helping after King Oberon had kidnapped his wife Rodi and held her for two decades. Arguing with the small fairy was silly, though, and so Bleiz said nothing. He itched to run off into the forest, to burn some of the nervous energy out of his body. Truth be told, he wanted to bolt into the forest, feel the rush of the breeze through his fur, hunt some prey animals, bathe in the river, and luxuriate in the feel of being a wolf. Instead, he turned back to Orfeo and nodded.

      “Will the troops be able to fit through the wooded path?” Bleiz asked.

      “It will expand to accommodate,” Thistle said, turning away.

      As the two fairies moved to lead, Bleiz fell back to walk alongside Orfeo. He looked up at the king, who smiled down at him. “Thank you again,” Bleiz said.

      “Of course.” Orfeo lifted his gaze to the path ahead of them, though Bleiz knew that Orfeo’s horse needed little guidance. “You helped me find Rodi. I am more than willing to help you.”

      “I know, and I am honored,” Bleiz said. “But you’ve certainly given far more help than that. I don’t know what we’ll be facing,” he mused, “but if it is anything like some of the things I saw on Crusade—” he shook his head.

      “That bad?” Orfeo asked.

      “Worse.” Bleiz shuddered at the thought of the demon he had faced, summoned by his own countrymen, men who claimed to be Christians fighting for God. Winning Jerusalem, even if that meant razing it to the ground, was the ultimate goal. Bleiz snorted. The longer he lived, the more he saw, the more he understood that, at the end of the day, the means were the important part. If he ever got his talisman back, if he ever got back into human form, he would be far more careful with everything, his own life and soul included.

      They arrived at Oberon’s castle by late afternoon, and Oberon met them in the courtyard, trotting down the steps of his castle with regal ease. He was dressed simply, without finery, looking more like a lord going hunting than royalty. Bleiz and Orfeo stopped a few yards before the base of the stairs.

      “Welcome back, Bleiz,” Oberon said with a smile before turning his attention to Orfeo. He bowed his head in acknowledgment. “King Orfeo, thank you for joining our fight.”

      The two men stared at each other for several moments until Orfeo inclined his head ever so slightly. “Fights like this rarely stay in one kingdom.” He looked to Bleiz. “And I am happy to help my friend find his love, as he helped me find mine.”

      “Excellent,” Oberon said. “Follow me to the war room. We’ll eat and discuss our plans.”

      “Has Thomas returned?” Bleiz asked, catching up with the king.

      “Not yet.” Oberon shook his head. “You haven’t been gone but a week,” he said. “I expect that it will take Thomas more time than that to return to us. I’m sure he’ll move as swiftly as he can. And Tryamour will allow him passage.”

      They made their way up a spiraling staircase to the tower Bleiz remembered. A room with windows looking out four sides and a massive table in the center with room and chairs for a dozen people. The table was missing its map and instead laden with a lunch meal. Roast beef already sliced, bread, cheese, fruit, and ale, along with a suitable accompaniment of sauces and mustards.

      “Thank you for your hospitality,” Orfeo said as he took a seat at the right hand of the king. Bleiz hopped up into the chair on the king’s left. “Shall I make you a plate?” Orfeo asked Bleiz.

      “Thank you,” Bleiz said. “I’m afraid my manners are rather bound by my form.”

      The king chuckled. “We’ll have you back on two feet soon enough.”

      Bleiz frowned as best he could as a wolf. “I hope you’re right,” he said, though without much enthusiasm. If he found the wolf’s head and was able to return, it wouldn’t matter at all if he lost Marie. Knowing that she was with Henry, and in danger, made him ill. But the only hope he had of getting to her was with the fairy king’s army. Then again, maybe she didn’t need his help. She seemed more than capable of dealing with anything that had come at her. And given the way he left things with her, he’d be lucky if she didn’t banish him, just like she had the demon, were they to meet again. Still, he prayed every night to see her one more time. She could curse him all she liked, throw things, set Asta on him, he’d take it all for the knowledge that she was well.

      “What about you, Bleiz?” Oberon’s voice cut through Bleiz’s thoughts.

      “What?” He asked. “I’m sorry. I was off in my own world.”

      “I see that.” The king was holding a pitcher of ale over a bowl. “Do you want ale?”

      “Oh, yes please.” The king, or someone, had already placed a plate before him. Beef, cheese, fruit. Though he could eat like a wolf—raw meat and prey—he could also eat like a man. And the smell of the food made his stomach growl. Whoever had made the plate had taken the time to cut the meat into easy-to-eat bites so he wasn’t forced to tear it with his teeth. He looked to Orfeo and Oberon. “Thank you both.”

      “Hospitality is easy,” the king said.

      “Not just for that,” Bleiz said after a few laps of ale. “For treating me like a person, and not like a monster.”

      The king laughed. “We’ve got monsters aplenty here, Bleiz. You’re not even remotely monstrous in comparison.”

      “You’re less monstrous than that human king of yours,” Orfeo said. “Better than most gentlemen I’ve known.”

      Bleiz blushed under his fur. They couldn’t know him or his vices, or his love of killing, but something about the way they looked at him suggested their opinions wouldn’t change even if they knew.
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      After they finished eating, Bleiz hopped down from his seat and began to pace around the table.

      “That’s an irritating habit,” Oberon said, sipping his ale.

      “Too much restless energy,” Bleiz said as he sped up to a trot. “I could go outside.”

      “No.” Oberon watched him. “It’s fine. I understand.”

      He turned to Orfeo. “You need a little jog, too?”

      Orfeo cracked a smile. “No. I’ve been through my fair share of these kinds of meetings. I don’t think there’s a place in the world that war doesn’t touch at some point. Damn demons.” Oberon shook his head. “There are rumors that’s what fairies are, you know? Demons cast out to earth—fallen angels, really—who refused to take sides in the war in Heaven. Now we’re stuck here. And priests say their rites and scold people for contacting us. People nail iron horseshoes to their doorways and mutter silly litanies to keep us away.”

      “Do either work?” Orfeo asked.

      Oberon laughed mirthlessly. “I’d say people have a lot more to worry about from the monks and other religious folks creeping through the woods than they ever have to worry about from us. Now I’m here, and you’re here, because some damn fool king can’t see the idiocy of making deals with devils.”

      “A demon said something like that to me once,” Bleiz said, jumping back up on his chair. He rested his paws on the table and gazed at the fairy king. “That men are far worse than demons—we come up with better ways to hurt each other than they ever could.” He averted his eyes. “We’re infinitely creative in that regard, he said.”

      “I’d love to disagree,” Orfeo said softly.

      “Yeah,” Bleiz nodded. “Me too.”

      “Why was this demon so chatty? Do you expect he’s behind all this?” Oberon frowned, like he was suspicious.

      “He wanted me to help him kill people.” Bleiz didn’t see any reason to lie. “I was set to be executed by Henry’s people, and he came and offered me a way out: Power, safety for my friends, and a chance at a life with Marie.” Bleiz let his eyes wander, focused on a small point in the distance, as he thought about her. “I said no.”

      “And he went after your Marie?” Oberon asked.

      Bleiz winced. “She’s not my Marie. She’d caught his attention long before he ever noticed me. She bested him once, sent him packing back to Hell, and then she sent the priest that served as his host back to Hell, too.” He smiled sadly. “And besides, all he could offer me was a chance—he admitted that demons can’t control people, not without the people letting them in first. And she deserves way better than me.”

      “So glum.” Orfeo said. “Given what you’ve said, she’d not appreciate your self-loathing.”

      “She’s in danger because of
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