
1000 Kisses

by

Jody Wallace

––––––––

1000 Kisses

2nd Edition

By Jody Wallace

Meankitty Publishing

Copyright ©2022 Jody Wallace

Cover by Candice Gilmer, Flirtation Designs

Fae Realm #2

All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

This ebook is licensed for the original buyer only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people at sharing sites, loops, discussion boards or through other means. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

Author’s Note to Readers: This novel was originally published by Samhain Publishing in the ancient days of 2011 with editing by the talented Bethany Morgan. This edition has been reedited, reformatted, and updated with a new cover but has not been substantially altered, including no updates to technology in humanspace past the time it was written.


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

About the Book:

Dedication:

Don’t Miss...

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Bonus Excerpt! | THE DARKLING LORD | Shona Husk

Chapter One

About the Author

Sign up for Jody Wallace's Mailing List

About the Publisher

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

About the Book:



[image: image]


Magic might go by the book, but love doesn’t play by the rules.

As a crusader for justice, Embor Fiertag, Primary of the Elder Court, is forceful and tenacious. His love life, however, is a bust. His foreseen bondmate is Anisette Serendipity, whose sister nearly got him killed, and his political career barely survived the ordeal. Now up for re-election, romance is way down his priority list.

After her sister’s impulsive actions, Ani has no hope of becoming an Elder anymore. Worse, she’s drawn the eye of Elder Torval, whose attentions leave her cold. In fact, sparks of heat draw her toward Embor, but his rivalry with Torval is like flammable ink on burning paper. When Torval pushes his suit too far, Embor doesn’t hesitate to step in—right into the middle of an ugly political trap.

Forced to flee to humanspace, Embor and Ani have a slim chance to save the Realm before the Torvals shred everything from a peaceful democracy to the fabric between the worlds. But it will mean exposing their deepest vulnerabilities...and trusting their bond will survive the test.

Tropes: This political-themed romance also features tropes like an alpha hero, fated mates, animal matchmakers, cats ruling the world, and a road trip.

Note: 1000 Kisses was titled One Thousand Kisses and published by Samhain in 2011 in the ancient days of ebooks and small online publishers. This edition has been reedited, reformatted, and updated with a new cover but has not been substantially altered.
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Forever for Meankitty, because she’s worth it.
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About the Author and a bonus excerpt at the end. If you want to stay up to date on the author’s nonsense, please subscribe to the monthly newsletter in which there is always at least one cat pic! https://www.jodywallace.com/newsletter/
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Chapter One
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The child stretched out her arms to be picked up. Dirt encrusted what seemed to be every inch of her skin. Embor Fiertag, Primary of the Elder Court of the Realm, clasped his hands behind his back and regarded the child with suspicion.

“Why are you unsupervised?” he asked the girl.

“Up!” she insisted. Sunlight glinted off her coppery hair. He thought her name might be Petunia of Clan Serendipity, but it could also be Violet. It was definitely not Charles, the third Serendipity triplet.

He also thought if he obliged her, he’d soil his white exercise tunic beyond redemption. Where had the toddler found so much mud in the palace gardens? Her top and short pants were almost as soiled as her skin.

“Up, up, up!” she shrieked, her tiny voice increasing in volume. She flung herself against his legs and gripped. Her grubby toes kicked his ankles.

Because his path in life had led straight to Court, Embor hadn’t been around little ones much since he’d been a child himself. He hefted the girl under her arms, holding her away from his clothing. She was so small it was hardly a strain.

“Fly?” she asked, batting her eyelashes.

“Flying is dangerous.”

“Fly. Up!”

“Stop screaming.” If she continued to make noise, her cries might attract her mother, and he had no wish to encounter Princess Talista. After she’d nearly gotten him killed in humanspace, he’d avoided her as much as possible. His recent dealings with her husband were more than enough exposure to the mouthy termagant.

Her twin Anisette, on the other hand, Embor hadn’t avoided. In fact, he’d scheduled his exercise this morning because it intersected with her routine. She often walked in the palace gardens in the morning when it was cooler.

Despite relocating twice during his exertions, he’d seen no sign of Anisette—only this child, unsupervised by a responsible adult. That didn’t rule out her mother’s presence, since he didn’t consider Talista to be particularly responsible.

The child regarded him with unblinking blue eyes. “No flying?”

“Where is your mother?”

“I ran away,” the child confided.

“Why?”

“’Cause.”

“That’s not a good reason.”

She laughed. “Fly!”

Embor lowered her to the ground, but she wailed and kicked, her feet dangerously close to his privates. He sighed. Obviously he wasn’t going to be able to put her down until he found her caretaker. He’d have a strong word with whoever had allowed her free rein in the gardens. The grounds were protected by magic, but children could come to harm anyway, or so he understood. There were several fish ponds on the premises, as well as a maze and an extensive orchard.

The girl squirmed, so he placed her on his hip. Her body was hotter and wetter than expected. Perhaps she’d found a pond already. She grabbed his queue of hair and yanked, jerking his head to the side.

The child seemed unusually strong for her age, which he believed to be three. He removed her hand from his hair. She laughed and stuck a finger in his mouth.

“Stop that,” he ordered. She crammed her fingers between his lips, and the flavor of dirt and something salty flooded his mouth.

A moving object crashed into the tall privacy hedge that enclosed the exercise area. Embor tensed as the bushes trembled. Assassination attempts weren’t unheard of, and Embor had become increasingly unpopular in the past five years.

More inside the Court than out of it, but most coups sprang from the inside.

He gathered magic to transport himself and the child to safety, perturbed it wasn’t instantaneous.

“Violet?” called a feminine voice, an edge of panic evident. “Where are you, kitten?”

Not an assassin. Not the tot’s mother.

Anisette.

“She’s here,” he said.

Anisette’s slim form squeezed between two bushes. A yellow gown, stains on the skirt and bodice, shimmered around her like a butterfly. Her dark red hair had partially escaped an upsweep, and a twig pronged out of the top.

The day had grown hot. Embor’s mouth dried like the desert in Xerode. It reduced the terrible taste of Violet’s fingers.

“By the spirits! That little monkey is going to run me ragged. Thank you for... Oh. It’s you.” Anisette curtseyed and added, “Elder Embor.”

“Fair met, Princess Anisette.” He inclined his head.

From the time she’d arrived at Court, Anisette had been gracious, studious, and led into temptation by two things alone—her sibling’s antics and the eligibles at Court who hoped to discover that rarest of relationships, a bondmate. Her high status meant she was pursued by many. She’d even countenanced that slimy bastard from Clan Torval.

Embor wasn’t a monster. He was in his fertility phase. He’d been told he wasn’t unattractive. He was the Primary, for Ka’s sake. Yet Anisette was friendly to everyone but him.

Apparently her niece shared her unfathomable sentiments. The child’s gaze fell upon Anisette, and her small body, which had been resting comfortably against him, stiffened.

“Ani!” Violet howled, bursting into tears. She began to struggle in Embor’s arms as if he’d pinched her.

He set her down.

“Come here, honey.” Anisette opened her arms, casting Embor a sharp glance. The child flung herself into the princess’s embrace. “What did you do?”

Her response took him aback. Few in the Realm were foolhardy enough to rebuke the Primary of the Elder Court. Not only was he one of the most magically gifted fairies alive, but his political power was second to none. Her eyes narrowed as she inspected him in a way that reminded him of his twin and fellow Primary, Skythia.

“Nothing.” He stifled the urge to question her skills as a caretaker. He’d made an effort this year to be less exacting with her in hopes she’d grow comfortable with him. In hopes she’d treat him the way she treated others.

His strategy had not succeeded. Yet. Hence his new tactic, crossing paths in a casual setting.

Anisette glared at him over the child’s red curls. “You must have done something. She’s a baby, Elder, not a Court trainee.”

He considered what the child might have found upsetting. “I refused to fly her.”

“You can’t fly anyway.” She examined Violet’s face and body, as if searching for evidence of Embor’s cruelty.

“I can remain aloft temporarily.” Something stung inside him, in the area of his heart. It wounded him that she thought he’d hurt a child.

“That’s all you did, refuse to levitate?”

“That’s all. Violet is unharmed.” He flicked dirt off his long-sleeved tunic. “I can’t say the same for my clothing.”

She ignored him, cooing to Violet, “Did the mean man scare you?”

“I peed,” the child said cheerfully.

Embor paused, his hands hovering over the damp imprint of Violet’s body on his torso. “When did you do this thing, Miss Violet?”

Anisette’s gaze flew to his face in horror. It wasn’t how he wanted her to regard him, but Violet’s admission should put her mind to rest. The child had cried because urinating on oneself was distressing, not because of anything he’d done to her.

“Need new bloomies,” Violet suggested.

Anisette’s lips tightened. “Violet, you’re a big girl. Big girls peepee in the potty.”

“I’m a baby,” Violet said. “Ga ga.”

“You’re not a...” Anisette closed her mouth when Violet tried to put her fingers in it. “No, no hands in the mouth. Nor the nose. Violet, stop. You’re dirty, and you shouldn’t have run from me.”

Embor observed the byplay closely. Anisette seemed fatigued by Violet, yet her patience and love were unmistakable. It was said there was something uniquely magical about parenting. Since fairies without bondmates sacrificed a portion of their magic to bear young, it must be true. Otherwise their race would have died out long ago.

He should take this opportunity to show Anisette he was interested in something besides politics. What could they discuss? He dredged his sluggish brain for ideas.

Her magics were water and earth; his were fire and ether. She had many friends; he had few. She followed The Thousand Kisses, a book of sexually charged rituals to help one find a bondmate; he didn’t.

But they did have one commonality. She loved her small relations. He intended to have children someday. He paced across the neat grass to stand before her.

“Is it standard for children to wet themselves at this age?” he asked.

“Violet is perfectly normal,” Anisette snapped. “Fairy siblings mature at different speeds. Charlie isn’t talking yet, and the Court healers aren’t worried.”

Again, she evidenced more passion than was her wont. Anisette had rarely been bold in his presence. He could remember one time only, but the circumstances had been dire.

Today, on the other hand, was just another day in the garden. Either Violet brought out her inner dragon or this was a breakthrough in his and Anisette’s relationship. His compliment last week on her volunteer work at Capital City Clinic must have borne fruit.

Encouraged, he rocked back on his heels. “I’m interested in children.”

She glanced at him as Violet toyed with a pendant around her neck. “I wouldn’t have guessed.”

“I have many interests, actually.” And she was one of them. He cleared his throat. “I’m a private man. I have to be, in order to fulfill my responsibilities. The job of Primary is neither easy nor pleasant. You of all people know several reasons why.”

“The lost ones,” she said in a low voice. “And what my sister did.”

He nodded. This was as close as he intended to come to discussing it. To be safe, he distracted her by reaching for her hair without permission.

She flinched, but he plucked the twig from the swirl of hair at her crown anyway. He offered it to her without comment.

“Oh.” She patted her mussed coiffure. Violet dropped the necklace, grabbed the twig, and waved it like a sword. “I must look a mess.”

“I wouldn’t call you a mess.” Her drooping hair gleamed like silk. Her dewy skin invited a man to taste it, to see if she was as sweet as she appeared. Her buttery yellow dress was hiked up to reveal brown slippers and bare ankles.

Anisette was a genteel, sensible woman. She didn’t sweat, she didn’t appear mussed in public, and she didn’t chase toddlers through bushes. He’d never seen her so unkempt. As if she’d just come from her bed.

Or someone else’s.

The thought tightened his jaw. For years he’d watched other fairies court her. He’d watched, and waited, though he could have told her she wouldn’t find a bondmate among those fools.

According to the seers, Anisette was his bondmate, and he hers. He just hadn’t made any headway. The life of a Primary didn’t lend itself to the complicated task of wooing women. But he was tired of waiting. She was so...

“What would you call me?” she asked, her gaze downturned.

Sweet. Silent. Standoffish.

“Perhaps you’re a bit untidy.”

Her mouth dropped open. “You think I’m untidy?”

“Childcare seems to be a trial.” Embor wasn’t immune to Anisette’s physical appeal. Her appearance, her scent, and her parted lips made him want to transport Violet to a babysitter and begin the wooing process right here, in the middle of the exercise field.

Violet quit stabbing Anisette with the twig and told Embor, “I maked a mess.”

“You’ve been in the mud, I think,” he told the child. “I hope you didn’t eat any.” She’d shared dirt with him, after all. She might consider it a delicacy.

“Ewwww!” she yelled.

Anisette jounced Violet and stared up at Embor. “You look less than stellar yourself, Elder.”

“Grime seems to be a talent of this child.” He plucked a leaf from Anisette’s hair, brushing his fingertips against the warm silk. “I understand she’s like her mother.”

“She is indeed.” It pleased him she didn’t avoid his touch this time. “Charles and Petunia are more like their father.”

Embor hoped the children took after their father’s personality, not his magic. Ninety-nine point nine percent of all fairies had birth siblings with whom they shared magic and a bond. Single-birth fairies like Jake Story had been secretly adopted into humanspace for eons because their wild power threatened the Realm. The system had endured with few glitches until Talista had taken it upon herself to abscond to Las Vegas and couple with a man she thought was human.

So many changes had been set into motion as a result, the least of which were the triplets.

“In what way,” he asked politely, “are the children like their father?”

Ani pursed her lips before she answered. “They aren’t as challenging. They don’t run as fast. They have brown eyes and brown hair.”

He risked another leaf, this one near her ear. “Red hair is attractive.”

She smiled. “They’re all beautiful children.”

He hadn’t meant Violet. “Why are you tending her?”

“Jake and Tali had a meeting with the Agent Oversight Committee.”

As the AOC’s Las Vegas ring agents, Jake and Talista monitored the conduits that connected the Realm to humanspace. The AOC coordinated the network and tracked single-birth fairies.

“Oh?” Embor and his staff kept close tabs on the AOC, under investigation by the Commission for Truth five years and counting. “What for?”

“It was none of my business.” Anisette glanced at him with the ghost of a smile. “If you want to know, I’m sure you can find out. You are the Primary.”

Was she teasing him or stating a fact? “So I am.”

She fended off Violet’s stick before it poked her in the eye. “Talista asked me to help since they’re Realmside. Violet’s magic might be emerging.”

“Already?” Fairies were usually five or six before they revealed any magical inclinations.

“You can see why I’m needed.”

He wondered if it had disrupted her plans. Her dress was more formal than one might expect for a day with children. But instead of commenting on her appearance again, he asked, “Do you know what powers she’ll have?”

The five accepted magical elements were fire, earth, air, water, and ether. Spirit, the sixth, was technically forbidden. Jake possessed a massive aptitude for the sixth arts, so the Serendipity children were persons of interest to many at Court.

Anisette shook her head. “It’s too soon to tell. The way Violet loves flying, Tali thinks air.” She patted the girl’s back.

The sun beat down like a thick blanket. An annoying wave of fatigue washed over him. Perhaps he should eat. It had to be close to luncheon. But he hated to end this conversation.

“Where are the other children?” he asked.

“They’re with Cassandra and...” She wiped the back of her wrist across her forehead. “Someone else.”

Jake and Talista’s special circumstances meant they had assistants qualified for both childcare and ring maintenance. He’d had to pull strings to get Cassandra Cragen and her siblings hired, but it had been worth it.

“It’s warm today,” he commented. “You should drink extra water to counter the perspiration.” Should he suggest they all take the noon meal together?

“The perspir... Excuse me.” She snatched her hand away from her forehead and adjusted Violet’s position. The child’s weight dipped the neckline of her gown far enough that Embor could see the tops of Anisette’s breasts. The white lace of her chemise peeped out like a secret.

Embor had seen a number of women’s bodies in his one hundred and fifty years, but he couldn’t tear his gaze away from those soft globes. As he watched, Violet shoved her hand down Anisette’s top, dragged out the pendant, and exposed more of her aunt’s chest. She pulled the chain until it dug into Anisette’s neck.

“Mine,” Violet demanded.

No. His.

He reached for the pendant. “May I?”

Anisette blushed and adjusted her dress. “You may not.”

He quirked an eyebrow at Anisette but spoke to the child. “You’re hurting your auntie. Give me the necklace, Miss Violet.”

“Be warned,” Anisette said. “She’s not cooperative with strangers, and she bites.”

He wasn’t about to tell her he wasn’t a stranger to Violet. For various reasons, the children had attended several strategic-planning sessions with Talista and Jake.

Those sessions hadn’t been particularly efficient.

Violet eyed him for a long moment before placing the golden locket in his hand.

“I wear it,” she said. “Me.”

“Until your nap,” Anisette agreed. Embor drew the chain over her head. His fingers grazed her jaw, her temple, her mussed hair. Had he ever been this close to her?

No, he hadn’t, for good reason. Her proximity affected him. Made him want things he hadn’t earned. And she could, as a healer, read hormone levels.

Right now, he didn’t care. He wanted her to read him plainly. He rubbed the soft skin of her neck where the necklace had etched a red line. “Does this hurt?”

“No.” She licked her lips nervously. His proximity affected her as well; he hoped it was in the same way. “We should get back.”

He put the necklace on Violet. “Back to where?”

“Er.” This time she averted her gaze. Perhaps his proximity didn’t affect her in the same way. “The reflection pool.”

“That explains the water.”

Violet wriggled and slid down Anisette’s body. Anisette studied her yellow gown. Damp splotches marred the fabric in addition to dirt. “You need a clean dipey, Violet.”

“I big girl. I wear bloomies.”

Anisette put her hands on her hips. “Big girls peepee in the potty and don’t wet their bloomies.”

They eyed the child, who started twirling in a circle. The necklace flew out in an arc.

“That doesn’t look safe,” Embor remarked.

“You can try to take it from her if you like.”

“I would not like.” Especially not if she was a biter. The last time he’d needed to distract the children, he’d conjured Skythia’s chocolates. Since Violet had responded to food once, he said, “Perhaps she might like luncheon?”

“Oh dear. Is it that late?”

“Yes. Are you hungry?”

Violet wrapped an arm around his leg. “I am. Feed me.”

He glanced down, surprised by the tiny embrace. “It would be my pleasure.”

“Violet, don’t grab the Primary.” Anisette moved toward the child, which brought her into his sphere. He could smell her subtle, floral scent. She tilted up her face, her eyes huge and crystalline. “Is she bothering you?”

“Actually, no.” He hadn’t kissed a woman in longer than he cared to remember. “Anisette, I need to ask you—”

“There you are, my dove.”

A man with dark hair and a goatee strode into the clearing, two Serendipity children and Cassandra Cragen trailing behind him like ducklings.

Anisette stepped away from Embor. Her hands smoothed her skirts, checked her hair. Primping.

A cloud passed over the sun.

Embor’s fingertips heated as he and Warran Torval glared at one another. The energy he’d been lacking this morning flashed through him. Warran was three hundred, with no spouse or offspring. Like Embor, he’d focused on politics, rising to the highest circles of the Elder Court outside of Primary.

Unlike Embor, his goals for the Realm didn’t include keeping it safe and separate from humans. He hadn’t declared himself a New Expansionist, but then, his goals weren’t as friendly as the Nexies. Moreover, the AOC backed Warran and his twin in the upcoming Primary elections, further proof of unsuitability—on all their parts.

“Rough morning, Primary?” Warran said, breaking the stare-off.

Embor clasped his hands behind his back. Tightly. “No.”

“You look like you haven’t been sleeping well.”

“I’m fine.” Surely it wasn’t obvious; not even Skythia had noticed. Warran was insinuating whatever flaw he could, as usual.

“Of course you are.” Warran switched his attention to Violet. “You were a very bad child to run off like that.”

“I’m not bad.” Violet clung to Embor’s leg.

Warran adjusted his collar. Unlike everyone else in the clearing, he didn’t have a speck of dirt on him. “This is a waste of my time. Anisette, the nursemaid can handle this. We have plans.”

“Our plans could be cancelled,” Anisette murmured.

“Nonsense.” Warran smirked at Embor. “Today is important.”

Embor squeezed his fists as he studied the other man. He’d have heard if Anisette and Warran had consummated their relationship in a bond test. He had certain sources, certain safeguards, and such things were impossible to keep private at Court.

From the safety of Embor’s legs, Violet stuck out her tongue at Warran. “You’re poopy.”

Warran’s eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

Astute child.

“Violet, that wasn’t nice,” Anisette said.

“I like this man, not that one.” She patted Embor’s knee, and he felt oddly flattered. “He brings chocolate.”

Embor hoped everyone overlooked her comment. There was no easy way to explain why she associated him with humanspace dessert.

Anisette’s lips tilted down. “We can’t always have whatever we like, Violet.”

Warran laughed. “Some of us can.”

Luckily, Embor had long ago mastered an emotionless expression. It helped him in Court sessions to suppress inconvenient yawns. It also helped him to imagine punching Warran in the head without giving his thoughts away.

Violet sidled behind Embor. “Don’t wanna go.”

Warran studied Violet as if she were a bug. “Humans whip children who disobey.”

Cassandra pulled a face behind Warran while Anisette exhaled a frustrated breath. Violet’s fists tightened in Embor’s pant legs.

Embor knew Warran intended to provoke him, not discipline Violet, but the fire inside him bloomed anyway. He stroked Violet’s mud-crusted hair. “We’re not primitives, Torval. You won’t lay a hand on this child.”

The man’s gaze slid back to Embor. “It’s a statement of fact, Primary. Humans do beat their young. Of course, you often label factual statements as combative.”

This was neither the time nor the place for politics. “Princess Anisette, if you need assistance, I offer myself. Torval can go.”

He’d have his personal assistant reschedule his afternoon, and gladly. Surely he could supervise triplets for a few hours. He didn’t need to be functioning at a hundred percent for that.

“Not necessary.” Anisette glanced between him and Warran with a frown. “Tali and Jake won’t be much longer.”

“You can go, Princess,” Cassandra said. “I have transportation and healing globes.”

“See? No need to ruin our entire afternoon.” Warran indicated the path. “Shall we?”

To her credit, Anisette didn’t leap to obey. She offered Embor a rueful smile. “Thank you for your help.”

“Thank you for your company.” Embor, possessed by a strange urge to cause trouble, sketched her a bow. Her eyes widened, and she raised a hand to her mouth before she curtsied. The Primary bowed to none but his family, his clan prime, or a fairy he was courting.

Warran didn’t miss the exchange. He stalked across the grass and took Anisette’s arm.

Embor had never liked Warran Torval, but he suddenly realized it went beyond dislike. He hated the other man with a depth of passion he’d formerly confined to four rogue humanspace agents who needed to be hunted down and shot.

The fact they hadn’t been yet was due to the Court’s political game-playing, not Embor’s lack of motivation for the task.

Warran smirked. “Sweetness, my sister is waiting, and I’m sure you’ll wish to change into something clean.”

“Of course,” Anisette agreed. Warran’s twin, Elder Ophelia, was a social matriarch among high-ranked fairies as well as another thorn in Embor’s side. The Torvals had been the Fiertags’ closest competitors in the last election, too.

Warran guided Anisette away. She glanced back—at her niece, not at Embor. “Come along, Violet.”

One day Embor would tell Anisette what the seers had predicted. There was a one hundred percent chance a Serendipity princess would be his bondmate. He’d realized it wasn’t Talista, thank Ka, when she’d paired with Jake, leaving Anisette as his match.

One day he’d tell her. One day there’d be a moment, and he’d seize it.

This was not that moment.

Warran’s arm around her, Anisette continued down the walkway. She didn’t speak to Embor again.

Trotting behind her aunt, Violet wasn’t so aloof.

“Bye-bye, mean man.” She waved, a flip of her grubby hand.

Embor waved back as a sensation a lot like rage curdled his stomach.
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Anisette couldn’t follow the conversation at dinner with the Torvals. Her mind kept straying to her encounter with Elder Embor in the gardens. Before she realized what she was doing, she’d bitten into a curried bean roll.

Ugh. Spicy heat burned her mouth, and she gulped water to cool it. To cool her mortification.

Of all the people to run into when she’d been as scruffy as a dog. Of all the people for her niece to pee on. Of all the people to take it in stride. Of all the people to display spiking hormone levels, almost indicative of... 

No, it didn’t bear considering.

He’d been at his leisure. That was why he hadn’t been the man she was used to. He’d touched her hair and cheek. Bowed to her as an equal, though he was Primary and she was a Court trainee.

Had he done it to irritate Warran? The friction between the men hadn’t been her imagination. Their hormones had revealed all. The question was whether Embor had been reacting to Warran’s threat against his political status or something else.

Impossible. There could be nothing else, and she didn’t appreciate being used as a pawn in Elder Court intrigue.

“More wine?” Warran twitched a finger at the servant. A rotund youth Ani didn’t recognize hastened to refill Ani’s glass.

“No, thank you.” With her earth and water magics, strong tastes overpowered her, as did strong emotions. Strong people.

“I insist.” Warran reached around the table and patted her hand. “You deserve it after our unpleasant day.”

Ani allowed the contact even as her stomach clenched. How she wished she’d dealt with this situation before it had become so complicated. But no, she’d postponed it in hopes an easier choice would appear.

It hadn’t. Now she had to drink the wine.

She hated wine.

The server topped her glass apologetically, dribbling down the side. He didn’t seem practiced as a waiter. More than once he’d spoken aloud, and Ophelia had screeched at him. She hoped he was being paid well.

The server stepped back, and she eyed the ruby liquid with distaste. She oughtn’t offend her host and hostess, so she drank. Sourness enveloped her palate.

Ophelia, across the table from Warran, dabbed her lips with a white cloth. “What was so unpleasant? The fact you got stuck herding children?”

“Anisette’s experience was even worse.” Warran smiled, showing many teeth. Ani hated that smile. It always preceded something unkind. “Our princess had to retrieve her niece from the clutches of Elder Embor.”

Ophelia raised finely plucked eyebrows. “The Primary stole a child? How delightfully perverse. We can use that.”

“Violet ran away, and Elder Embor found her,” Ani explained quickly. “He kept her from getting hurt.”

“Of course he did.” Ophelia rolled her eyes. The Torvals weren’t averse to smearing their rivals, but so far they hadn’t been able to make much stick to the incumbent Fiertags. Few had fallen for the whisper campaigns about Skythia’s extravagance and Embor’s supposedly explosive nature.

Ani nudged the wine away from her plate. With a Torval on either side of her and the whitewashed wall of the solar behind, she felt trapped. Her formal dinner gown and bodice constricted her torso, heightening the feeling of suffocation.

“When I rescued Anisette, she was in dire straits,” Warran said. “Forced to converse with Fiertag, and we all know how painful that is. The man’s as dense as a gargoyle and twice as antiquated in his policies.”

I didn’t need rescuing, Anisette said, remembering how she’d felt when Embor had touched her neck, his body exuding a heat that had nothing to do with summer.

Then she realized she hadn’t said it, she’d thought it. That happened all the time. She fantasized about being brash, like Tali, but she never was.

“Perhaps he’s cracking under the strain,” Ophelia suggested. “Must be exhausting doing a job you’re underqualified for. Have you noticed he’s been off lately?”

“How could you not?” Warran chuckled. “Mussed appearance? Ill temper? Shadows under the eyes?”

“He’s sickly?” Ophelia’s pointy features creased in an unkind smile.

He’d been mussed because of Violet. But he hadn’t been ill-tempered, and Ani had no idea why anyone might describe Embor as sickly. She was the healer, and the only thing she’d seen in his hormones was sexual curiosity. A natural response after Violet practically exposed Ani’s breasts to the poor man.

The Torvals only wished Embor Fiertag had weaknesses.

“I didn’t notice he was sick,” Ani said.

Warran shrugged. “Who knows? I was more amused by the way he’d latched onto Anisette. What was he doing, darling, groping you? Pathetic.”

Where Embor’s fingers had touched her skin, she’d tingled. His pale grey eyes had trained on her face with an intensity she didn’t understand. “He was hardly groping me.”

Since both Torvals turned to her with eyebrows arched, she must have actually voiced that. A blush stole across her face.

“Too true,” Warran said. “The Primary would never be undignified.”

“Embor has no interest in sex. He’s unnatural,” Ophelia said. “He hasn’t bond-tested in years. One of my friends overheard Skythia complaining about it.”

Ani didn’t have to pretend interest in the new topic. Embor had a reputation of being more concerned with politics than relationships. But disinterest in sex didn’t mesh with the man who’d stared into her eyes today with so much awareness it had almost thrilled her.

By the spirits, she’d finally been driven mad by Court life.

“Perhaps that explains why he’s moody.” Warran peered into his knife blade, smoothing the goatee he affected despite the fact facial hair wasn’t in fashion. “Sexual frustration feeds through a bond and dilutes power. Not the best move for a Primary.”

Ophelia motioned to the server to refill her wine before toasting Ani. “Indeed it isn’t. I can’t say how happy I am my brother has finally chosen someone.”

Warran lifted his glass, too. “Hear, hear.”

To hide her panic, Ani toasted back. She didn’t swallow, and she didn’t correct Ophelia. She really should speak with Warran about their courtship.

The problem was finding the right moment, and the courage, to end it.

Ophelia leaned back in her chair, adjusting her necklace. “Tell me, Ani, what ritual number did your sister use to bond with her mate?”

Ani forced a smile to her lips. “My sister doesn’t follow The Thousand Kisses. There was no ritual.”

“Yet she still bonded,” Ophelia said. “Your sister is a lucky girl.”

“She is that.” Most of Court had been told Jake was a twin from a Southern clan who’d survived his sib’s death and spent his life in Greenland. The Torvals weren’t part of Embor and Skythia’s cabinet and ostensibly didn’t know about Jake, but sometimes Ani wondered.

“You’re lucky, too, Anisette. If one sib finds a bondmate, the others have a better chance themselves.”

“They do say that,” Warran agreed. The Torvals exchanged a glance and then stared at Ani with matching smiles.

Assessing her potential, no doubt. She hid a shudder. When she’d accepted Warran’s proposition card months ago, flattered the Elder had approached her, she’d never imagined going this long without a resolution. Fairies considering this step kept company until they decided whether they wanted to try for a bond, a magical connection that was often a male-female connection but wasn’t limited to that. 

If yes, most chose a ritual and followed it, hoping for a miracle. If no—if they didn’t want to risk being stuck together forever—they parted ways. Tradition dictated they consider one mate at a time to increase the clarity of the decision. Since the wrong decision could lead to a life of misery, it was wise to remain focused.

Ani had been celibate all these months, dreading the day Warran offered a card from The Thousand Kisses. She planned to refuse it but had been too spineless for a preemptive strike.

Yet after the first weeks, he hadn’t offered so much as a kiss. If he were waiting on her to offer the card, he’d be waiting forever. She had zero interest in discovering whether they were bondmates and zero intentions of allowing him into her bed. If her one true partner was Warran, she’d rather not know. Over time, she’d grown to, well, not like him.

But how to tell him? With the clout of the AOC behind them, the Torvals’ displeasure could destroy her future. Her career was at stake.

Such as it was.

Ophelia watched Ani as if she could read minds, but the other fairy’s skills were air and earth, not spirit. “How has your sib’s bond affected you?”

Ani settled on facts anyone might know. “We don’t spend as much time together. Her job and children take precedence.” Not all sibs lived in one another’s pockets. She wondered sometimes if Warran and Ophelia even liked each other.

Ophelia rested her chin on her hand. She reminded Ani of a spider, spinning so many threads she was connected everywhere.

And hungry.

“How did she get a job as a ring agent? Who did she have to...bribe?” Warran and Ophelia both chuckled nastily.

A question asked by many. Tali and Jake were the first high-level bondmates to serve as agents in some time. “They got a special dispensation from the Primaries. I would think you’d be in favor. Allowing agents the travel freedom of researchers is a step in the direction you’ve advocated in the past.”

“Travel freedom isn’t quite what we advocate, dear,” Ophelia said.

“Let’s not debate semantics, ladies. There’s a topic closer to my heart I long to discuss.” Warran waited until they were paying attention to him. “Ani’s future.”

“I feared you might say your beard,” Ophelia drawled.

“My future?” Ani’s stomach bottomed out. Was he about to propose a consummation ritual in front of his sister?

“How do you think Talista’s job affects your chances at Court?” Warran’s question both relieved and irritated her. Only full sibling sets—twins and the occasional triplets—could become Elders. Tali, as a humanspace agent, was automatically disqualified, and thus, so was Ani.

Good gravy, did they just want to see her squirm?

“I was told I’d be confirmed for Younger Court in a couple of years.” She sighed loudly and hoped they wouldn’t realize it was put on. “Elder Court wasn’t my destiny.”

She wasn’t sure what her future held, but she’d come to terms with Tali’s choices. At first she’d considered switching to advanced medicine, but that seemed like admitting she couldn’t handle Court without Tali.

Were the past twenty years in training wasted?

No. She could do well as a Younger, and she was still sought for bond tests. A bond increased one’s magic, so joining with a twin was a boost. Bonding with a young fairy also extended the older partner’s lifespan. Most Court members didn’t mind that her upward mobility was limited.

She wished Warran minded more.

“Perhaps I’ll become healer for Clan Stonehaus,” she said, naming one of the smallest hill groups. “Theirs is due to retire.”

Warran sipped his wine. Too much to hope he’d take her seriously and break up with her on the spot.

“I’m sure you can find a better vocation than that.” Ophelia inclined her head. “There’s more to life than Court. You’re the crown princess of Serendipity.”

“Our primes are two hundred. It isn’t likely Tali and I will be called to service.” The top-ranked siblings in a clan were next in line for clan primes. Crowns received a stipend and duty waivers and had some influence in clan rulings.

Little did most of the Realm know she and Talista couldn’t fulfill that role, either. They hadn’t decided how to abdicate because they could hardly confess Tali’s bondmate was a onesie who couldn’t remain in the Realm longer than two weeks at a stretch. Who wasn’t even supposed to exist.

“It’s a shame antique customs hold us back,” Warran said. “Is there really any need for Elder sets to be whole? Primaries, yes, but not Elders. When does the Court join in a single magical endeavor? Too many of our policies are based on myths. Anisette would be an asset to any governing body.”

Why Warran considered her an asset when she knew herself to be passive and easily swayed, she wasn’t sure. Or perhaps that was why. Leaders needed followers. Growing up with Tali had certainly taught her the art of following.

“Warran and I were confirmed for Younger Court by seventy,” Ophelia said. “Long before the Fiertags were born.”

“Bah.” Warran thumped down his wineglass. “They’re too young to be Primaries. Skythia’s a spendthrift, Embor’s on the verge of collapse, and their vendetta against the AOC blinds them. They don’t have enough perspective to see the damage the old ways are doing.”

Ani stifled a groan. Conversations with the Torvals inevitably turned to politics. She knew more about their desire to topple Embor and Skythia than she cared to. The impending Primary assessments, a series of tests candidates underwent to prove their fitness, had increased their zeal—and their unpleasantness.

Despite Ani’s mixed feelings about Embor, the Fiertags were competent leaders who’d countered more threats than most citizens realized. The Elder Court had been informed of the Torval foursies’s treachery five years ago but kept in the dark about details. Ani didn’t even have all the details, and she’d been involved.

But she knew more than Warran and Ophelia, and tonight she had a strong urge to give them a disgust of her.

Ani dug her nails into her palms, remembering the way Embor had looked when he’d realized Violet had peed on him, and said, “I think the Fiertags are doing well.”

Ophelia and Warran froze mid-toast.

“Explain yourself,” Ophelia said in frigid tones.

Ani swallowed. “In fifty years, they haven’t made any huge mistakes.” Not counting Tali’s escapade. “The leprechauns have accepted ambassadors into Greenland. The Sphinx eased their contracts, the survival training program has been fruitful, the gnomes are confined to the Outer Territories—”

“How can you say such things, you ignorant child?” Ophelia’s voice thinned to a near shriek. “You’re old enough to remember the Incident. How many did your clan lose? How many died in your household when the magic disappeared?”

Ani peeked at Warran. If he were as angry as his sister, she may have hit upon the exact scheme to disentangle herself. What she wouldn’t give to channel Tali’s skill at annoying people right now.

“I don’t recall how many we lost,” she said as flippantly as possible. Few of her kin had died during the Incident because the magically weak Serendipity clan had had more experience faring like humans plus the aid of immigrant leprechauns. “It was so long ago.”

During the Incident, all magic had vanished. Obtaining food, water, and medical care had been a challenge hardly any fairies were prepared to face. After a few terrible months, the magic had returned as inexplicably as it had disappeared. Since then, the Court’s highest purpose had been preventing another disaster.

“I’ll tell you how many we lost,” Ophelia ranted. “Forty-seven. Our clan is still struggling. Then those thrice-damned agents went rogue. Idiots. The least they could have done was kill Embor.”

Ani’s heart thumped painfully. How did the Elder Torvals know their missing clansmen had tried to commit murder? It hadn’t been shared outside Embor and Skythia’s immediate circle. She chewed her fingertip, her body tense. She should report this. What would Embor say if she came to him with this information?

What if he mocked her—said people were always threatening to kill him?

What if he stared into her eyes and asked how he could possibly thank her for her service to the Realm?

Warran stroked his beard. “Ophelia, really. We don’t condone assassination.”

“Gallows humor.” Ophelia’s teeth flashed in a grin that looked more like a snarl. “We have a plan for the election that makes such measures unnecessary. Anisette, it’s time you know how you’re going to help.”

Ani had the urge to grab her table knife and back away. “I am?”

“Darling,” Warran began, “you’ve proven yourself trustworthy these past months.”

She didn’t like where this was headed. She wouldn’t be part of any plan against the Fiertags. “I’m just a trainee. This talk of strategy is beyond me.”

“Once we’re together,” Warran said, “the Court will overlook the unfortunate situation with your sister.”

If he was set on her, why hadn’t he offered a consummation card so she could refuse it? Did he not want to take that chance? Some fairies tolerated bond tests out of guilt, gambling on the odds it wouldn’t take, but she’d not do that with Warran. Hades, no.

Ophelia motioned for the server to replenish everyone’s wine. The level in Ani’s glass hadn’t dropped, so the server pretended to fill it the same way she’d pretended to drink.

“What I’m about to tell you is confidential,” Warran said. “We might not be in the Fiertags’ cabinet, but we know the Primaries have no idea what caused the Incident. Their investigation has turned up nothing. They tell the peasants it was natural and tell us it was humans. Blaming humans is their excuse to lock the rings.”

“I’ve gotten reports of Embor’s erratic behavior.” Ophelia’s voice dropped to a stage whisper. “They say he has nightmares. A known sign of instability.”

“Who says these things?” Ani asked. “I’ve heard nothing.”

Embor had taken a sabbatical after he’d been kidnapped five years ago. When he’d returned after a month, it had been business as usual. Ani hadn’t heard much before or after that maligned him—from anyone but the Torvals.

She certainly hadn’t heard he was afflicted with sleep terrors. The reassurance of the sibling bond, of never being completely alone, tended to scotch unpleasant dreams.

Ophelia sneered. “Why would you hear? We’re Elders, and you are, as you said, a trainee.”

Instead of arguing, Ani murmured, “I see.”

“You’d best see.” Ophelia finished her wine. “Soon you’ll be in a position to influence the Elder Court.”

“I can’t be appointed to Elder Court,” Ani reminded her, surprised how bitter it came out.

“A woman can sway a husband, dear.”

Anisette twisted her napkin into a thin snake of fabric. Surely they didn’t expect her to marry Warran regardless of the results of the bond test? She wasn’t even seventy.

She was going to have to end this. Somehow. Sooner rather than later.

“Ophelia’s being naughty.” Warran stretched across the table for Ani’s hand, and she busied herself with the napkin. “Your sib is a humanspace agent. She’ll tell you the Incident wasn’t caused by humans. They’re too stupid to have plotted such a thing.”

“My sister doesn’t share that view of humanity.”

“How can she not? She’s around them so frequently, their atavism would be difficult to ignore.”

How many humans have you been around? she wanted to ask, but her best lines remained trapped in her head. Trapped by civility. Tali had always warned her that someday, her dislike of confrontation would get her into trouble. Before this, the only trouble in Ani’s life had been caused by Tali.

She was about to excuse herself when the server, with a nervous glance at Ani, placed a silver tray in front of Warran. Warran removed the cover with a flourish. Inside was a small gilded chest.

“I have something for you.” He slid it toward Ani.

“What is it?” The box was the size of two clasped fists, intricately carved. Aside from compliments, Warran wasn’t in the habit of bestowing gifts.

“Guess.” Warran was handsome, charming when he wanted to be, but he was hard to read. A man with, say, blue eyes wouldn’t be such a mystery. She’d be able to see his pupils contract and dilate with his changing moods.

Pale grey eyes would also work. They were often paired with blond hair.

While Ani considered the box on the table—as well as blond-haired, grey-eyed men—Ophelia waved away the desserts. Ani’s favorite part of the meal was the sweet, but she didn’t defy Ophelia and call it back.

Crackers and cheese. She was so weak-willed that it was a wonder she could sit upright.

“It’s smaller than a breadbox,” Ani finally said. “Alas. I like bread.” 

And dessert.

Warran flipped the clasp. “You’ll like this more.”

“It’s not my birthing day.” The last time she’d accepted something from Warran, it had led to months of celibacy and gloom.

“Quit being missish and open it,” Ophelia barked.

Ani whipped back the lid. Inside the box was a white card accented with sparkles. Hand-lettered on the card was the number 872.

A consummation ritual card. Her stomach cramped.

“I’ve made you wait long enough,” Warran said grandly. “The time has come.”

“An eight hundred?” She’d never been drawn to eight hundred-level rituals. Too many participants, not enough romance.

“Oh yes,” Ophelia assured her. “Warran wanted eight hundred and one, but that only involved the three of us. We needed a fourth person to...increase our chances.”

Ani stood abruptly, her layers of skirt knocking her chair to the solar floor. “I must go. Thank you for a delicious meal.”

Warran grabbed her hand. “Shall we begin?”

Eight hundred and seventy-two. Eight hundred and seventy-two. Anisette hadn’t studied the upper rituals as much as the lower ones. Was eight hundred and seventy-two a ritual that involved ongoing consent once the card was accepted?

“Take off her clothes and tie her up,” Ophelia ordered, rising from the table. She yelled at the servant. “You there. Fatty. Come with me. Time to prove yourself.”

Ani yanked away from Warran. “No.”

Warran laughed, his smile toothy and gleaming. “Perfect. The precise note of defiance called for. You’ve done this before.”

“I haven’t.” Ani’s panic grew. She was a healer. Earth and water. She carried no emergency spell globes that worked Realmside. Why would she need to? This was the stuff of lurid erotica...innocent fairy coerced into a bonding ritual.

In the stories, the bond always took.

As soon as Ophelia exited, Warran’s smile faded, and he pulled Ani into his lap. Her dark blue dress billowed over his legs. “The eight hundred and one would have been better, but Ophelia’s the dominant twin. You know how that is. We can’t stand against them, can we?”

“I don’t give my consent,” Ani whispered. Her heart thudded in her throat, choking her. She wasn’t the dominant twin, either. She wasn’t the dominant anything.

“I wanted our first time to be less strenuous. I even considered a four hundred and twenty-seven. I hope you rested well last night. By tomorrow we’ll be bondmates, and you can sleep the honeymoon away.”

He was that certain? With a shaking hand, Ani took the card from the chest and tore it in half. “I don’t give my formal consent. My answer is no.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“Yes, I do.” Ani squirmed until he released her. “I don’t wish to see you anymore.”

For a moment she thought that would be the end of it, but then his brows drew together. “There’s someone else. You’ve accepted a card.”

“Of course I haven’t. Our agreement had precedence.” Who did he think would be foolhardy enough to interfere with the affairs of Elder Warran of Clan Torval? That would be almost as bad as crossing one of the Primaries.

Unexpectedly, Warran shot out of the chair and secured her upper arms, bared by her puff sleeves.

Ani jerked at his grasp. Her survival classes hadn’t included self-defense, deemed unnecessary for civilized fairies. “I’m leaving.”

Rage blasted from his body like an icy wind. “Tell me who it is.”

She gasped when his eyes bled white. He’d called his magic, his ether. Cold seared her skin from his hands. Her teeth began to chatter as she wrestled him.

Ani called her own magic, earth and water. She wasn’t strong enough to numblock another Fey. Agony spells existed, seldom taught or used, certainly not by healers. How did one reverse-heal? Could she bring herself to cause pain instead of erase it?

She shoved her fingers at his neck, her sleeves constricting as she stretched. Before she could push him, hurt him, Warran staggered back, collapsing onto the ground.

His skin was pasty, crusted with ice, except for the scalded red of his palms and four scorch marks the exact shape of her fingers against his throat.

His sightless eyes rolled upward, and a voice so unlike his she hardly recognized it creaked out of him. “Hand of Fire.”

“What?” Blood rushed to her head and buzzed in her ears like a giant mosquito. “I have no fire. What’s happening?”

“I saw him. The Fiertag. He’s the one, isn’t he?”

Ani clutched her hands, fingers hot and cold at the same time. “Are you mad?”

“No,” he said grimly, “I’m ether. I have a touch of precog.”

His palms blistered and wept straw-colored liquid. If he weren’t tended quickly, it would grow worse. He could lose the use of his fingers.

“Do you need healing?” She reached out with more reluctance than she should feel when someone was in pain.

“Run,” he whispered, right before Ophelia, dressed in white fur from head to toe, charged into the solar.

“What in Hella’s name is going on in here? The ether surged like a cat was trying to...” Her mouth snapped shut when she noticed Warran prone.

In a dangerous voice, Ophelia said, “I told you not to use the damned spell, brother. What difference does it make who she’s meant for?”

“She refused consent.”

Ani, for the first time in weeks, felt hopeful. Warran was going to do as he ought.

Ophelia waved her hand. “It’s the eight hundred and seventy-two.”

“She refused consent,” Warran repeated. His whitened eyes turned pink, then brown. “It was my right to know, and it’s changed things. We can’t proceed. Yet.”

Of course they couldn’t proceed. Ever. She’d turned him down. Ani straightened her shoulders as Ophelia loomed over them like an ice spider. “I appreciate the time and attention you invested in me,” she said breathlessly, “but Warran and I won’t suit. I’m canceling our agreement.”

Ophelia glared down her long nose. “Don’t be a twit. Imagine how powerful you’ll be when you’re the bondmate of the Primary.”

Warran’s sudden laugh turned into a cough, as if his throat pained him.

“Only two in a thousand fairies—” Anisette began.

Ophelia sneered. “Do you think we care about sad little statistics that keep other fairies weak? They don’t apply to people like us.”

Was Ophelia convinced by the promises of The Thousand Kisses or by her own importance? “The number of high-level fairies who find bondmates is actually lower—”

Ophelia interrupted her again. “We don’t need luck. We have power. The bond will take. You gave your consent months ago when you accepted Warran’s proposition card.”

“I agreed to further our acquaintance, not have sex.”

“Same difference.”

“It’s against Realm law to disregard free will.” Ani backed toward the door. “Your brother needs a healer. I think it’s best if I go.”

Ophelia gestured sharply. A wall of air formed between Ani and the exit. As the wall thickened and encircled her, her hair and skirts fluttered. Tali had great skill in Loki’s domain, but she’d never been able to weave air into a trap.

How did Warran and Ophelia think they could get away with this? They couldn’t prevent her from reporting them unless they killed her, and surely they wouldn’t do that. But if she were alive, they couldn’t make her forget what they’d done.

Unless they could.

When Ani had been whisked away five years ago to help locate Tali and Embor, missing in humanspace, the retrieval unit had employed spirit magic, prohibited for as long as any fairy could remember, to erase human memories and conceal the fairies’ presence in humanspace as per the Policy of Discretion.

Elder Skythia had given the order.

What other dark magic did the Court employ? What else could be altered in her thoughts or her soul?

She didn’t want to know.

Ophelia’s web of air whipped around Ani like a cocoon. Would the Torval spider drain her of resistance?

“Help me, help me, help me.” Ani opened her mind completely, hoping against hope Tali was close enough to hear the call through their bond. But chances were, Tali and Jake had returned to humanspace already.

Ani forced herself to speak, raising her voice over the rush of air. “Please lower the wall.”

Ophelia’s posture was confident, her expression full of arrogance. Had she mastered spirit magic? Did she have globes like the ones Skythia had used in humanspace? “Shut up and take the test.”

What could Ani do? She could heal, create light, globe, grow plants, divine for water and ores, influence the weather, perform cleansings, purify poisons, breathe underwater...but she couldn’t fight air.

The funnel of wind buffeted her. “I’ll report this. I swear it.” Casting spells to harm another fairy in anything but self-defense was punishable by sevendusting. Complete loss of magic.

Ophelia smiled, her lips thin and cruel. “You can try.”

An older man Ani recognized as Warran’s personal assistant hastened to Warran’s side carrying spell globes on a tray. Without acknowledging Ani, he began to heal Warran’s blistering wounds.

“Ophelia, this has gone far enough.” Warran winced as the other man cracked a spell globe over his palm like an egg. The tang of healing magic scattered through the room. “Anisette needs to think things over, and we have other matters to see to.”

Think things over? Hardly. She didn’t want to set eyes on either of the Torvals ever again. The only question was, who could she trust with her report? The Torvals were thick with the Elder Court, possibly thicker than...

Embor. She’d tell Embor.

“I’m sure she’ll keep this misstep between the three of us,” Warran added. “Anisette, my apologies for my sib. She so wants to be an auntie.”

Ani was going straight to Embor, no matter where he was or what he was doing. She’d tell him about the assassination threats, the air prison, everything she’d gleaned about their political strategies, the fact they’d tried to force her to mate with Warran—all of it.

Ophelia’s face reddened. Bits of dirt and food began to fly around the room, followed by a tureen. “The assessments are close, and the other avenue isn’t working like we hoped. She’s essential. We never should have trusted that hairy little bastard.”

“So we have him move to phase two. This move will take more planning, and we can’t forget the watchdogs.”

“I don’t care about the watchdogs and their gutless restrictions. You know this will work.” Paler than usual, Ophelia snatched Ani through the wall. Thin, clawlike fingers dug into Ani’s cold flesh. “We need bondmates if we’re to—”

“I said, let her go!” Warran roared.

The temperature in the room dropped forty degrees as his magic surged. With retorts like human gunfire, the wineglasses on the table burst into shards.

The funnel around Ani died. Frigid air sliced through her garments, and she broke into uncontrollable shakes. Her mind blanked. All she could feel was ice, inside and out.

Frost crackled through her skull before dissipating so fast she wondered if she’d imagined it. That must be what it felt like to be dropped into the snowbanks surrounding the castle of the seers.

Ophelia’s body trembled as she reacted to her brother’s chill. Her grip on Ani’s arm pinched. “If you don’t come to your senses, girl, your career is over. They won’t let you heal farm animals when I’m done with you. I’ll ruin you, you insipid bitch.”

“As you so kindly pointed out, Talista already destroyed my future.” Her limbs blessedly functional, Ani shook free of Ophelia and ran for the door.

“One more thing,” Ophelia said right before Ani twisted the handle. Her eyes were a cold, black fire, boring into Ani’s so deeply she feared she’d never erase the image. “Nothing happened to you tonight. That doesn’t mean nothing will happen in the future. If you file a complaint about us, you’ll be sorry.”

Ani was already sorry. She fled the Torvals’ villa as if the stinking winds of Fet were at her heels.
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The laundry fairy accepted Embor’s bundle of soiled fabric with a scowl. “This reeks. What have you been doing, Primary?”

Embor raised an eyebrow but explained since it might help her cleanse the fabric. “I encountered the Serendipity triplets.”

“In a pigsty?” The tiny blond woman cast a stasis spell on the bundle to prevent cross contamination.

“In the garden.” All Court members had PAs to lighten the workload, but since the Incident, it was frowned on to distance oneself from basic survival skills. For Embor that meant handling personal business like laundry himself. Sometimes.

“Well, don’t do it again.” She tossed his clothing down a chute.

“It’s not on my schedule.” His upcoming meeting with Jake would hopefully be free of children. And Talista. He stifled an abrupt yawn and frowned.

Happily, the laundress missed his display of weakness. She scribbled his name in a paper book, a method of recordkeeping in vogue since the Incident as well. Much had changed in the past forty years.

“Do you know how hard it is to get whites white?” she complained. “Who decided white exercise clothes were a good idea anyway?”

The question seemed rhetorical so he didn’t respond.

“Your sib’s outfits are bad enough,” she continued. “If she’d dress like a decent fairy, I wouldn’t spend more time on her clothing than anyone else’s at Court. Don’t think I didn’t notice that yellow leather outfit. Leather! Might as well have been wearing a meat sack. What is wrong with her?”

Another rhetorical question, he hoped. He abhorred Skythia’s garish clothing as well but didn’t want to go on record as having stated it.

The woman regarded him with a craftiness that didn’t match her apple cheeks and corkscrew curls. “I might not be able to get these done in time for your next workout.”

Embor drew himself up to his full height. “I have several sets.”

“The others aren’t ready, either. You’ve been exercising so much lately. One might think you were working off steam.”

That was no secret. Court became contentious as Primary assessments approached. At least he’d quit attempting to convince the Elders to fund a full-scale humanspace search mission and had redirected his energies. They were foolish to ignore the danger posed by the renegade agents and their insider knowledge about the AOC. Embor was many things, but he wasn’t a fool.

But he did need to enhance his stamina with moderate exercise. If he encountered Anisette in the gardens at the same time, well, he was fond of multitasking.

“A logical conclusion,” he conceded. “I am the Primary. There is stress involved.” He seemed to be informing people of this a lot lately.

“You’re not coming here to visit with me, that’s for certain. I’m surprised you haven’t paid for pick-up and delivery.”

“An unnecessary expense for something my assistant or I can handle.” Interacting with citizens like the laundress allowed him the opportunity to gauge his constituency. He spoke to at least one voter on a weekly basis.

“Skythia doesn’t worry about thrift. So what’ll it be, Elder?”

Always there were hidden fees. “I can offer—”

“Ten transportation globes, Realm-wide. And information.”

“Information?” Globes he’d expected. But information?

“That’s my new rate for next-day delivery.” Banging and clattering echoed up the chute. She opened the wooden door and stuck her head in the hole. “What in the gnome-stick are you doing down there?”

“Tripped!” a voice echoed up the shaft.

“We’re training another sorter,” she told Embor. “Laundry’s big business with the influx of human clothes, and hardly anyone can do it. But now let’s talk about you.”

“Your sibs don’t ask ten globes for a job they’re already well-paid to do.” Many Court services were privatized, the suppliers allotted a base amount from the treasury.

“My sibs couldn’t magic a water stain out of a dishrag.” She slammed her book closed and placed another on top of it. “Do you want clean clothes or not?”

He crossed his arms. “What’s your clan name?”

“Serendipity.” She smiled. “We’re small, but we’re loud.”

He could see the resemblance to Talista, if not Anisette. “Seeking information about Court activities could be considered treasonous.”

She laughed. “That’s not the kind of information I want.”

Was it so important to chat with a constituent this week? He didn’t have time for this. There was an Elder Court session in three days, and he had to prepare new arguments, consult with his cabinet, attend some negotiations with Greenland, sit advisory in the Younger Court on judicial matters, consider an appointment with his physician about his sleep issues, meet with Jake Story about their clandestine project, coordinate with the Commission for Truth about the AOC, insinuate himself into Princess Anisette’s good graces, and banish Warran of Clan Torval. For something.

“I fail to see why you can’t be satisfied with your salary. My salary is enough for me.” Serving at Court was a public office and paid accordingly. He bartered transportation and heating globes he created himself for any extras he required.

“I like gossip, and I have expensive tastes,” she said. “What can I say?”

“I have no gossip.” Gossip required one engage in casual conversation, another thing he had no time for.

She flipped through the black book he recognized as a copy of The Thousand Kisses. “Here we go. Who are you seeing?”

“Seeing?”

“Kissing. Bedding. Testing. I want your ritual numbers.”

“That’s privileged information.” More like nonexistent. He hadn’t used The Thousand Kisses even before he’d known his bondmate’s identity.

“I wash your drawers, Elder. I’m as privileged as they come.”

He was beginning to see the appeal of the human device known as a washing machine. Too bad the Realm had no electricity
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