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  Chapter One


One hundred years ago… 
Siobhan stared up at the impossibly high sides of the outer walls of the Winter Court, her stomach twisting in fear. In the dark, the tiny blue lights of the frost fairies were only deep purple flickers reflected in ice refrozen so many times that even the smallest bubbles of air were eliminated and the surface became as slick as black glass.
“I must be crazy. It’s twenty feet tall.” She turned to the five tiny fairies floating in tight formation next to her like a small flock of night birds. “You sprinkled the sentries with sleeping dust? Right? Good. While we wait for that to work, show me again why I’m sneaking into the compound of one of the most powerful fae queens in Underhill. Maybe I’ll see something that can help us. Doubtful, since I’ve watched it over and over again, but I’ll take any help I can get at this point.”
Freelana moved in front of her three sisters. The minor fae were perfect miniatures of the larger elvatians, but their structure was more brittle and their features sharp. Some in her village had hated them, suspicious of their sharp teeth and wider than proportional eyes. Siobhan had always loved spending time with them and they’d never hurt her. In fact, they’d become her fast friends.
Her narrow pointed face frowning in focus, Freelana moved her wings almost too fast to see. Hovering a few inches away, she opened an ice bubble in the air. It glowed a pale, luminous purple in the dark and Siobhan ducked a quick look up at the sentry. But the shield she’d erected seemed to be working because he didn’t move so she gave all her attention to the bubble.
Inside, a miniature image of her little brother formed. Bosco hadn’t been away from home very long, maybe a year, but already he looked more adult. Maybe it was the fear that sharpened his face. Maybe it was the skimpy high court attire that spoke of rooms well heated in the middle of winter.
She’d been shocked at the changes the first time she’d seen this, but now she looked closer. His long, snow-white hair was pulled back into ornate court braids, threaded with jewels, that showed off his delicately pointed ears. Her mother would die at the sight of her baby’s precious ears pierced with long silver hoops. His eyes, the very rare black that few elvatians besides their family had, were full of dark desperation as he whispered his plea.
“Please, Siobhan, come get me. This isn’t what I thought it was going to be. I’m scared.” His adolescent voice quavered, breaking on his last words. “I want to come home.”
The bubble popped, fragmenting into tiny pieces of frost that blew away on the night wind. Siobhan pressed her lips together. “I still don’t understand. What could possibly have gone wrong? The queen herself crowned him the current King of Winter. He was thrilled.”
It had broken her heart, but she’d never expected to see him again. None of the queen’s cosseted boys ever returned to their villages, even after they’d grown up and their stint as the Winter King was over.
Freelana shook her head vigorously, the tinkling sound of ice bells chiming with each shake.
“I know there are rumors, Freelana, but every time we see the boys she crowns, they seem happy. Just think of the few times we’ve caught a glimpse of Ardan.” 
Happy, yes. But now that she thought about it, she’d only seen them from a distance, riding with the hunt or attending the queen. They never visited their families, once they set off in the white sleigh of the queen, pulled by two elven steeds with hooves that could cut ice.
Freelana chimed again, her sisters joining in.
“What can I do?” Siobhan stared back up at the top of the wall where a sentry light gleamed. “She’s a full queen of the fae. She holds this keep. Hell, she holds all the lands of the north. Her power is the reason our village doesn’t fade into the mists of Underhill. She’s the reason we have a home at all.” She shook her head at the insistent fairies. “And she’s surrounded by all her lords and ladies. And don’t forget the guards. Even the least of them is more powerful than me, more powerful than anyone in our village.”
She’d never regretted her small amount of magic, until now. Country living in a land of winter suited her. She skated during the long winters on lakes of frozen glass, making Jack Frost patterns in the ice with her tiny friends. She formed lovely flowers for feast days using snow and water and magic. No, she couldn’t join the courts, but then, who would want to?
Her brother, Bosco, that’s who. And, all the adolescent village boys who saw the court riding by on their fine horses and in their fine clothes, each of them wielding more power in their fingertips than her whole family could muster. She remembered the celebration years before, when the queen swept into the festival and took Ardan, Siobhan’s childhood sweetheart, to be the Winter King. That had been fifty years ago when Bosco had been little more than a baby. Ardan had taken one look at the beauty of the White Queen and climbed into her sleigh. And he’d never looked back at Siobhan again. Not even to wave goodbye.
The fairies chimed.
“I know. I know. That sentry should be out by now. And Bosco’s waiting...” She checked the sheath of the sword strapped tight to her back, pulled her ice shoes out of her pack and strapped the metal spiked soles onto her boots. Before putting the pack back on, she dug out her emergency escape globe. 
The marble-sized ball was cold as it rolled in her palm, its colors swirling together as it moved. One use, that’s all it was, but if she needed it, she’d want it somewhere easy to get to. If it worked at all. None of this magic was her strength. She was an artist, a creator of frost flowers and designs in ice. But even she knew better than to go into the Winter Palace without an escape route. She tucked the ball into her left side pocket, then double checked that the leather straps of the shoes were tight.
Her stomach churned with nerves. This was it.
“I’ve never climbed anything this straight and smooth before. Can you help me?”
The fairies swarmed with her over to the wall. She handed them her climbing rope, its end tied with a viciously sharp hook. It took all five of the fist-sized fae to haul it up and secure it to the top. Siobhan took the rope in hand and started up.
The climb was worse than she’d thought it would be. The shiny surface resisted her spikes, and she slid and slipped with only her arms to hold her up. Several times she thought she’d never make it, but she finally pulled herself over the top and collapsed next to the concerned fae, her fingers cramping. 
“I’m fine,” she panted. “We made it.” Arms shaking, she unstrapped her ice shoes and tucked them back into her pack, shrinking it down and stowing it in her right coat pocket.
Pack in the right, escape globe an icy presence in the left. “Lead on, ladies.”
Keeping low, she followed the fairies as Freelana sped ahead, dowsing the lights as they approached. The purple glow of the fairies’ inner light a beacon, drawing Siobhan down a set of stairs and into a quiet courtyard.
A hand grabbed her elbow and fingers covered her mouth, preventing her scream from escaping. 
“Shh, it’s me.” Bosco’s face appeared, illuminated in Freelana’s light.
Her heart thumping in her ears, she wrapped her arms around her brother and squeezed tight. Tears rose to her eyes. “Oh, it’s so good to see you. Are you well?” She kept her voice low as she ran her hands down his arms. He’d never been heavy, but now she could feel his bones sticking out like fence railings under her hands. “Aren’t they feeding you?”
She stepped back and really looked at her little brother.
In a few short months he seemed to have aged. It wasn’t something obvious. Anyone else would say he was still the same lanky adolescent, definitely thinner. Maybe a little taller. But there was a maturity in his face that shouldn’t be there. A knowing look that said he’d seen too much. And it made her blood chill.
Elvatians rarely had more than one or two children over their very long lives. Some lived for ten thousand years or more and never had any. But her mother had been blessed with two, mirror images of each other: Siobhan in her youth, and Bosco merely one hundred years later, the gap between them making her a young adult by the time he’d been born. She’d loved every minute of helping her mother raise him. Until this year’s Winter Solstice, when the queen had come to town and chosen her beautiful baby brother out of all the young boys competing at the festival.
“Not now. I’ll tell you everything later.” He cast a nervous glance over his shoulder. “We should go.” He took her hand and pulled her back the way she’d come.
“Wait. This is serious. What do you think would happen to the village if I steal the Winter King?” Visions of a furious White Queen and her soldiers rampaging through the quiet streets searching for Bosco made her cringe. “No one leaves the queen’s service, Bosco.” She squeezed his hand. “I can’t take you home. You know that.”
“Oh gods.” He let her go and stepped back, betrayal written all over his face. “Then why did you even bother to come?”
“To understand. This is what you’ve always wanted. You were so happy to come here. Why would you want to leave all this?” She waved her hand, indicating the fancy embroidered vest he wore over bare chest and arms and on down, to his low-slung leather pants, all the way to his velvet slippers. “I mean, they aren’t very practical clothes for winter, but they are pretty and I assume the queen keeps the fires hot.”
Bosco barked out a short, bitter laugh. “You have no idea.”
“Then tell me. She’s already given you riches and I can smell the extra power on you. If you stay, by the time you reach manhood you’ll be powerful enough to be a Tuathan lord yourself. You’ll be rich. Powerful. Why would you go?”
His face changed, the soft, baby cheeks of adolescence shifting into something suddenly hard and adult. “You don’t know. You can’t.” His voice dropped low. “It started off…nice. She was…affectionate.” Even in the pale light cast by the fairies, she could see his face turn red.
“Do you mean she—” she swallowed hard “—touched you?”
Her baby brother. The one she’d diapered and taught to walk. Taught to run and climb. The one who now had a look in his black eyes that made them deep pools of shame.
She barely heard his next words.
“That’s not the bad part.”
She couldn’t keep the horror out of her voice. “What could possibly be worse than having a woman more than two thousand years older than you making you her bedmate?”
“Making you her bed slave.” A loud mocking voice behind her shattered the quiet of their hushed conversation.
She turned quickly, the whiplash of her braids nearly smacking Freelana out of the air. Standing in front of her was a man who had been a boy when she’d last seen him. Now the jump in her heart froze at his cutting look.
His face had sharpened, and so had everything about him. Once, she’d thought they’d be married but now the ice of the court was in his gaze, making the silver of his eyes unfamiliar.
“Ardan?”
“Don’t you recognize your childhood sweetheart?” He gave her a mocking bow. “Go home, Siobhan. Leave Bosco to serve out his term.”
“You were Winter King. You must have known what the queen was like. You’re older and stronger. You were always the leader when we were young. Couldn’t you protect him?”
“Protect him?” Ardan laughed, his laugh an icy cold seeping into her heart. “That’s rich. You’re just as innocent as when we were children. I’ll tell you who I am and what I do—I’m not his protector, I’m part of his training.”
She couldn’t keep the disgust from her face and his face turned bitter.
“Don’t look at me like that, Siobhan, judging what you don’t understand. You have no idea. You people in the villages, buying your safety from the queen with our young bodies. None of you question what goes on in here.” His lips twisted and he shook his head. “None of you. As long as she stays away from the villages, none of you care.”
Bosco edged closer. He twined icy fingers into hers and whispered, “Can we go now?”
Siobhan nodded and together they edged away from the mocking face of the man she once thought she’d loved.
“Leaving us, are you? Good luck with that, Siobhan.” Bright light flooded the courtyard, reflecting off of the snow. Siobhan threw her hand in front of her, her vision suddenly night blinded. 
Four of the Queen’s Guard blocked their escape route, each one holding a sword or pike. She pulled her sword. On the wall a row of archers materialized. Ardan melted back into the shadows, leaving the two of them isolated in the glare. “The queen is on her way.”
She felt Bosco quake all along her side.
“Don’t worry.” She held her sword in her right hand and palmed her escape bubble with her left. She didn’t know how she was going to fight off four of the toughest fighters in the region, but she’d go down in a bloody heap before letting her baby brother go back to a woman he feared this much.
But Bosco stepped up to her side. “No, she’ll kill you. Let me.” And her skinny adolescent brother, without a weapon in his hand, moved in front of her, just as the Winter Queen came into view on the far side of the courtyard.
Dressed in long white furs, Maeve glowed, her power so strong it illuminated the air around her. Tall and slender, like all Tuatha De Dannan, she was almost fragile looking, the bones of her face sharply protruding around her penetrating gaze. There was a rumor that once her hair at been as pure white as Bosco and Siobhan’s own, but now it was streaked with the deep blue of her power and she looked as if she lived on nothing but snow, and ice, and magic.
“Come to me, my fine Winter King. My bed is cold and lonely without you.” The queen reached out to Bosco and beckoned.
Siobhan looked right and left and knew they were out of choices. There was no time and too many foes. The queen herself could blow them to pieces with a snap of one of her fingers, even from far across the courtyard. She had to act now, or Bosco would be lost.
She raised the bubble to her mouth, the ice touching her lips a reassuring cold. She couldn’t compete with the queen or her guards, but she knew the frost. And this one small piece of magic had taken her months to get just right. It would work. It had to.
She blew on the surface and activated the globe. It began to grow as the guards drew closer. She blew harder until the bubble lifted off of her palm. It floated toward Bosco, growing larger and larger until it touched his back, just as the first of the guards reached them. He startled, but it was too late. The bubble wrapped around him, enveloping him in its protective sheet of ice.
He turned as the ball lifted into the air, pressing his hands to the surface and pounding on the ice, his mouth a soundless shout of her name. Siobhan!
The queen raced across the courtyard, her long hair and furs streaming out behind her. “Strike him down!”
A row of archers on the wall took aim at Bosco’s fragile bubble. The arrows took off, but Freelana and her sisters moved first. Flying fast and linking energies, the fairies cast a bright glow of magic around the bubble and escorted it into the sky.
“No! You can’t leave me. I won’t permit it.” Maeve shot an arc of power from her fingertips into the air. It streaked out and hit the clump of fairies, exploding the shield in a burst of bright light and leaving the bubble exposed. 
There was the sound of ice cracking as the five fairies shattered into icy crystals that rained down on the pavement of the courtyard, tinkling as if they were screaming their last cries.
Siobhan threw her left hand up, shielding her eyes, but she couldn’t shield her heart from the pain as the remains of the fairies fell, glittering purple on the snow. She had no time to grieve. The queen sent off another blast into the sky, shooting for Bosco. Siobhan sent her power out in the only way she could, forming a cascade of frost flowers that did nothing to stop the lightning-fast line of power. She could only watch in horror as the magic streamed toward the bubble.
And fell short. Siobhan nearly crumpled with relief. The fairies’ sacrifice had not been in vain. Bosco’s bubble was out of range.
“No! No one leaves me. No one!” Another and another bolt shot out from the queen’s fingers, lighting up the sky, until the bubble was too far away to even see Bosco’s desperate face pressed against the clear sides. The queen stopped shooting, the last bolt of her power fading into the night. Fingers now aimed at Siobhan, she strode toward her. “You! Dying is too good for you.”
“You’re too late.” Siobhan stood tall waiting for the queen’s final blow. “He’s safe now.”
The queen’s eyes narrowed into slits and Siobhan could see her fate in their depths. She’d have no time to mourn Freelana and her sisters, but at least Bosco was safe. He’d be able to grow up far from here and reach manhood without the evil of the queen touching him.
There was a shudder from beneath Siobhan’s feet. A pulse of power flowed from the very walls of the courtyard, along the icy stones of the courtyard and into the queen as she shouted up at the bubble fading fast into the night. 
“Bosco, you have one hundred years to regret tonight and how you’ve failed to serve me. One hundred years to figure out how to appease my anger. One hundred years to know your sister is here and waiting for you, unable to speak or eat or even shed a tear.” Her voice took on the magical thrum of a spell and the temperature of the cold winter’s night got even colder.
Siobhan shivered in her warm winter clothes, her breath freezing in her lungs.
Magic, a dark poisonous shade of blue Siobhan had never seen before, rocketed out of the queen’s fingers. Siobhan had no time to throw up more than the barest of her shields before the blue light poured over her. Tendrils of cold worked their way into her eyes and nose, crystallizing everywhere they touched.
The queen was still shouting at the sky. “You’d better come back with an army, my little Winter King, because without me feeding you power, you’re weaker than the least of my lovers. You’ll never have enough strength to take me on. Never be able to save the sister who has sacrificed her life for you.” She stopped her tirade and looked at Siobhan. Her lip curled. “Poor thing, if you don’t enter hibernieth, you won’t make it the full one hundred years. You’ll just be a frozen husk when he comes to save you.”
The tendrils raced towards Siobhan’s heart, snaking along the lines of her power, freezing her from the inside out. She lost the ability to move and she could feel her life dwindling.
She reacted instinctively, reaching into the depths of her being and pulling out an elvatian’s last defense. As a thick crust of ice formed over her body, she entered the suspended state of hibernieth. 
Deep in dormancy, she wouldn’t know what was happening around her. But she’d survive. And, when Bosco came back—and she knew he would—she’d be alive.
The last words of the queen faded as Siobhan entered the deep sleep. “One hundred years, Bosco. One hundred years from now is the day you both die.”






  
  Chapter Two


Present day... 
Doyle Atavantador, last ice dragon of a very long ago world, took a second pass over the massive complex that had become the Winter Court, waiting for the fleeing figures below to clear a space for him to land. He cursed under his breath. Couldn’t she stop building one icy wall after another? What had started as a simple keep now stretched over a half mile square, and the queen showed no sign of stopping her building binge.
He made a sharp turn, pivoting on the point of his left wing and cutting down sharply in order to make the landing in the center courtyard. At least the doors into the castle were tall enough so he could walk into the main room where Maeve, the Winter Queen, held court.
Normally he walked in and everything stopped, but today he had to use his massive bulk and push his snout into the crowd to make the lords and ladies stand aside and let him through. By the time he had reached the front of the room where the queen sat front and center on a giant white throne gilded with silver paint, he was fuming.
He only came to court once a year, you would think she could treat him with the respect he deserved. But no. Maeve’s attention was focused on a pitiful, sniveling elvatian peasant, huddling in front of the throne. Not her usual type, the girl’s skin had a blue tint to it, and chunks of melting ice dripped off of her, landing on the floor with wet thuds.
Maeve was in a state. Her entire body was rigid with agitation, her tendons individual wires on the back of her hands as she gripped the arms of her throne. “I’ve waited three days to defrost you and he still isn’t here.” She whipped her gaze to the smaller throne beside her where her current Winter King sat trembling. “It’s been a hundred years, and I know he’s not dead. Is he so disloyal that he wouldn’t even come back to save her?”
The boy in the throne nodded. Doyle looked at him, then had to look again. Where was the boy? Doyle had heard that the elvatian could fade away into nothingness, but it was extremely rare. He’d never seen it before, but here was the evidence right before his very eyes.
You could see right through his body all the way to the painted snowflake on the back of the throne. Even the skimpy clothes Maeve had permitted him to wear, while she dressed in white polar bear furs, were nearly translucent.
Maeve rose from her throne and walked down the short flight of steps to where the girl huddled on the floor. “Well? You loved him enough to sneak over my walls, despite your lack of power. You lost your friends, your home, and now you are going to lose your life. Over what? A moody child who even a hundred years later hasn’t grown up enough to show his face to me. Or maybe he’s just too busy with that Black Court fiasco. I hope your sacrifice gave you some pleasure, girl, because this whole thing is making me angry.”
The prisoner didn’t say anything, just shook, looking like nothing more than a poorly wrung-out mop, left out to freeze.
Maeve kept her courtroom cold so less people would bother her, but it didn’t work on Doyle. Ice dragons thrived in cold conditions. He could sit here all day for what he was due. Not that he was going to. She owed him and whatever sad story was sitting in front of her could wait. He was due his tithe and he was due now.
He sat up on his haunches and stretched out his wings. Courtiers fled from his sides to get out of the way of the fifty-foot spread. “Your Majesty, I’m here for my gold.”
Maeve’s head whipped up. “Atavantador? What makes you think you can come in here and demand gold from me? Can’t you see I’m busy?”
The crowd had pressed away from the two of them and now the front of the room was empty, except for the queen and her prisoner. He moved forward. And deepened his voice, letting a little of the magic that formed him through. “I am due my tithe—are you refusing to pay?” His voice, amplified by the hollow space in his rib cage, vibrated the room. Above his head, the crystal chandeliers chimed in response, swinging dangerously on their chains.
The queen lifted her chin and stared him in the eye. “I give you gold and silver year after year and what do you do for me?  Do you go out and raze a few villages to keep them in fear of me? No. Do you fly south and sear the trees to remind the dwellers of the piney woods that I am not to be ignored? No. You do none of these things. You sit in that empty gnome palace and mope.”
Inside his belly, the cold fire heated as the frustration and rage he’d been holding back for years set it burning.
“I am sworn to defend the Winter Court. You have sworn to tithe me my due in gold and silver. If we are done with our bargain than I am no longer required to hold back from anything that I wish to do.”
“And what is it that you wish to do? Hmm?”
She was so small and confident, standing in front of him. So secure in her power. Did she really think she was more powerful than he was. He lowered his head to her level and sniffed. What in Drago’s name?
She was more powerful than she’d been last year. How could that be? She squandered her magic, building wall after wall and fusing it with power, feeding the lowly men of her court so they would be stronger. He looked around. Standing on the balcony overlooking the courtroom were the Queen’s Guard. Former Winter Kings that had been brought here as weak villagers with little Gift and fed more and more over the years. He’d never really wondered how she did it, how she could feed all of these boys turned into men, and still retain her power. But now, he wondered: how could she do all of this, build more and more of the palace, and actually grow stronger?
“Well?” She turned away from him, sauntered back to the dais and climbed the stairs. “You come in here like you’re something special, like you deserve more than your fair share. Well, I’ll tell you what you can do—take that thing as your tithe.” She sank into her throne and pointed at the quavering villager on the floor.
“What in hell am I supposed to do with her?”
“Drain her of what little power she has. Eat her empty husk. I don’t care. Since she apparently isn’t important enough to her beloved brother, I am denied my revenge. She’s useless to me, but I swore to kill her. She might as well serve a purpose.” She threw back her head and laughed. “Kill two birds with one stone. Get it?”
He did. And the joke wasn’t funny. Dragons were not birds. They were dangerous creatures. He wouldn’t kill the queen today. He couldn’t. He’d sworn to protect the Winter Court, and right now, she was the Winter Court. She’d tied her Gift into it. If he unfocused and looked, strands of her magic went right into the walls. If she died, the entire palace would go with her. This was bad, very bad. The very thing he’d sworn his life to protect was buried under this palace. There was no way he would endanger it, not to take out one spoiled queen.
And besides, he had to find out how she was gaining this power. While she wasn’t strong enough to face him now, not even with the entire court backing her up, if this kept up, one day she might be. But to be handed this bundle of wet rags as his tithe? No, he couldn’t accept it.
“You insult me.” He rose up on his hind legs and batted his wings. Cold air flowed over the room, and the entire court shivered.
“You have the balls to walk in here and demand a tithe that you haven’t even earned? You insult me, dragon. Take her and be satisfied.”
“She is not the equivalent of my swearing fealty.”
Maeve motioned to one of the lords behind her and he ran up to her. She whispered in his ear. The lord went behind the throne where three bags sat. The bitch. She had remembered today was the day and the three bags were his due. But the man only picked up one of the bags and brought it forward. He stopped well short of Doyle, tossing it beside the village girl.
“There, take that. And the girl. And be grateful.”
Power rolled through him. His skin flushed with cold heat. He’d seen queens far more powerful than this upstart wench fold at the sight of his flame. He could take her out with one blast of ice fire, melt her face right off of the bones.
He pulled it all back. No. He’d take her sad offering. He’d sworn to protect the Winter Court and if he took her out she would take the entire palace with her. And then, the one thing that was now his entire purpose in life would be blasted to the ends of the universe.
And he would have failed.
Siobhan blinked hibernieth-weakened eyes at the dragon. Atavantador was a legend, flying over the villages and mountains, too high in the sky to really see. He was horrifyingly beautiful in person. His scales were the color of spring ice, white with undertones of pale blue, and his eyes were an even deeper shade, with pupils slit like a cat’s. But his talons were as long as swords and his fangs were knife-sharp, and as he turned his attention to her, her very empty stomach squeezed tight in fear.
She wanted to scream, to shout, Bosco is coming. He’ll be here. He’ll rescue me! but her throat was still frozen shut.  He was much bigger than she’d thought he’d be. His head was the size of a small pony and his wings spread out on either side of his huge body, taking up nearly the entire width of the room.
He scooped up her and the bag of gold in one clawed fist and made his way outside, the crowd racing out of the way in its effort to not get crushed by his passage. Blinding sunlight bounced off the white walls of the Winter Court, stabbing into her eyes. She forced cold limbs to move, pounding as hard as she could. But her muscles had atrophied and she knew, he couldn’t possibly feel her puny hits. She curled up into a ball inside the cage of claws, and he leapt into the sky.
The world tilted and swayed. If she’d had any food inside her belly it would have been gone, but she hadn’t eaten a thing for a hundred years, and there was nothing to heave. She opened her eyes but the flat empty expanse of tundra skimming by at a speed she never wanted to imagine made her head spin and she slammed them shut. Finally, the dragon slowed, his wings making long heavy beats as he landed. He opened his claws and she fell out, hitting the frozen ground hard.
She lay stunned, listening to the dragon muttering to himself. “Who does that frozen bitch think she is, denying me my due? We have a deal. I forebear from attacking her and she pays me off. It’s a time honored way of keeping the peace. What does she want? Me attacking her?”
Siobhan squinted her eyes open. The dragon was pacing back and forth, wings tightly furled, his tail lashing angrily behind him, his pale blue scales gleaming in the sun.
“And you…” He leaned in, eyes the size of dinner plates focusing their power suddenly on her. “She thinks I’m going to steal your power? What do I need with your piddly power? Does she not have any idea what a dragon really is?” He stopped, staring at her. His anger switching to a dawning amusement. “Hah!” he snorted, his breath blowing back pieces of her wet, frozen hair. “She thinks I’m like her, locked into my power by my shape.” His eyes gleamed.
“Are you asking me?” she ventured. She thought he’d been looking at her before but suddenly all the power of his cat-shaped pupils focused on her, and she could barely breathe.
“You?” His brow ridges raised in surprise. “Ah yes, what do I do with you? Despite what Her Majesty thinks, I’m not going to drain you to a husk, leaving your ghost to walk these frosty peaks. So…” He sat back on his haunches and tapped a claw thoughtfully on his chin. “What to do with you.”
“Are you going to eat me?” There were tales that he’d done just that, taken young maidens and leaving little but their gnawed bones to be frozen in winter and found in spring.
He chuckled. “Eat you?” Then his chuckle turned into a full-blown laugh. He rolled back away from her, his roars of laughter rising to the open sky. “Why in the world would I eat you? Have you seen yourself?”
She shook her head.
“You’re nothing but skin and bones. You make that icicle of a queen look substantial.” His laugh quieted down. “No, I won’t eat you. But…she expects you dead, so I guess I’d better kill you. Can’t have her thinking I’m not a loyal ally, now, can we?”
Loyal ally. Her brain felt like it was still frozen solid, but it was beginning to thaw. He was bound to the queen by his word. If he betrayed whatever vow he’d sworn, he’d break all of magic’s laws of vassalage. The laws of Underhill were tricky. If you violated them you could unleash karmic repercussions. But that could work both ways.
Siobhan sat up. She was weak, so weak, from the hibernieth. Her head ached from the blinding winter’s sun and her stomach was so empty it didn’t even remember the need to eat. But she forced herself to stand. “My Lord Atavantador.” She swept into a low bow and back up, before her dizziness forced her back to the ground. Her vision went black, then the dragon swam back into bright color. She dropped to one knee.
She summoned all of the magic she could. A warm light rose from her skin, encasing her in its glow. It flowed into her mouth and out into her vow. “I swear, in thanks for your rescuing me from the Winter Queen, that I will serve you loyally from this day forward.”
She pushed everything she had into the vow, all her magic, all her will. Every drop of energy she had left she pushed into this last ditch effort of survival. The glow swelled around her, flowing out to the dragon. He scrambled back, trying to evade the vow, but it was too late. The bond latched onto him and was sealed.
“Now, dragon, I’ve sworn my loyalty to you. I am your vassal.”
“Damn you! What have you done? You stupid, stupid girl.”
She couldn’t stay up on her knee any longer. She dropped back to sit on the ground and the glow broke, but she could feel it tethering her to him. Then he blinked and the tether was chopped off as if by an ax.
“You think you can tie me to you?”
The pale blue color of his chest heated to an intense shade of blue. Siobhan braced herself for the incoming blast.
“You can’t kill me—you saved me. You’re responsible for my life.”
The confusion that passed over his face was almost comical. Then he laughed. “You are far more clever than I would have thought.” The bright blue on his chest faded away. “I don’t owe you a thing, and despite your little attempt at tying me to you, it won’t work. I’m far too powerful to be pulled in to a vow of protection by your little game. But you do amuse me. I’ll tell you what. I’ll keep you around for a while. I never swore to her bitchiness that I would kill you, so I have leeway. And she did give you to me to do with as I wish. In fact, one might say you owe me for not killing you. I think I’ll let you live.”
Relief rushed through her and she sagged into the dirt. “You’re not killing me?”
“Not today.” He leaned in, his head coming dangerously close. “But, girl, while I am not tied to you, your vow to me still stands. You have just tied yourself—life, labor and all—to the last ice dragon in Underhill. Best of luck to you.” He rose, reached out with his front claw and opened his massive fist, and scooped her and the bag of gold back up. “And, girl, take care to stay on my good side or I’ll eat you, laws of magic be damned.” His wings unfurled and Siobhan could do nothing but hang on as the ground below her disappeared into the distance.






  
  Chapter Three


Doyle flew high above the abandoned underground palace of Cairngloss, cradling his new charge to his chest. As he flew he checked out the landscape, making sure all was well, before he brought his new charge into his lair. It didn’t pay to not be careful. He’d learned that the hard way. 
The massive front doors of Cairngloss were built into the side of the mountain, but the entrance he used was on the other side of the mountain, well hidden from view. No one would find it from the outside. And no one would think that a dragon of his size and stature would be able to fit into the crevice. But no one in Underhill really knew any dragon secrets.
And he, and his brethren, intended to keep it that way.
On what he thought of as his side of the mountain, was a steep ravine that dropped far below the main entrance’s ground level. He landed on the ledge, opened his claw, and carefully deposited the damp bundle of village girl on the cliff side. His gold tumbled to the ground with her and he nudged it aside.
“Hey, girl.” He prodded her with the rounded side of his claw. “Wake up. We’re here.” But there was no response.
He bent his head and took a closer look, opening his second sight and looking deeply inside. The elvatian lass had been pulled out of hibernieth and forced to function without food or water. She’d pulled on the last of her stores to make that ridiculous pledge to manipulate him into taking her in, and now she was near death.
She still carried the dregs of the ice queen’s spell—the tips of her fingers burned with frostbite and her skin was blue and cold.
He sighed. What in all the lands of ice was he going to do with a near frozen village girl? Likely she was uneducated and he could see she had little magic. He checked her again. No, she was definitely unconscious. He had a choice—he could leave her somewhere to die of exposure, knowing she likely would never wake up again from this state. Or—he could take her in and nurse her back to health.
Despite what she thought, the rules of magic didn’t force him to take in every stray who pledged fealty to him. He smiled down at her. Actually, he thought she might even know that.  She was just a feisty lass who refused to die.
He looked down at her near frozen body lying in a vulnerable heap on the stone, and made his decision. He respected her fighting until the end, for whatever cause. And, after seeing how Maeve was so pissed at her and whoever hadn’t shown up to rescue her, he had to know more of the story before even considering killing her. There might be an advantage in it for him.
And it wouldn’t hurt to have someone to talk to on a daily basis. How long had it been since he’d lived with anyone? The years stretched back to long before his tenure here in Cairngloss and he experienced a twinge of sorrow at the memories that came rushing in. He pushed it aside. Yes, a little conversation and a diversion from the ghosts of his memories might be a good thing.
It wouldn’t be easy. He still needed to stay on Maeve’s good side, and the queen thought he was going to kill the girl, but anyone this plucky deserved a chance.
Entering the narrow fissure in the mountain’s wall, he squeezed his body as he went, passing through the illusion of a solid back wall and on past his wards. Now that he was hidden from view, he shifted to humanoid, and walked back out through the illusion in the form of an elvatian man.
He’d take her in, but his secrets were still his own and he and his brethren had kept their shape shifting skills secret for millennium. Dragons were nearly gone from this universe and secrets were one of the few things keeping them from complete extinction.
He scooped up her still form, snagging his bag of gold for good measure. Her life-force was weakening. He didn’t have much time.
In the back of the entry cave he took her deeper in to his lair, bending and turning to the side in order to get her through the narrow entrance just large enough for a stooping gnome. He’d done some modifications to his side of Cairngloss, but not many. He hadn’t had to. Keeping the doors small meant larger predators would never be able to come in. And, given his ability to be whatever he wanted, a door built for gnomes was no problem. At least this palace had been for the taller Galatian gnomes and the doors were a good size for elvatians. Once past the sliver of entrance, the passageway widened out into a wide cavern heaped to the sides with piles of treasure.
He dropped the bag onto a convenient pile and took her deeper into the cave system, all the way to his bedroom. He liked the elvatian form and frequently spent time in it. Having hands and fingers was so much better for doing many mundane tasks, and this form took way less energy to maintain than his dragon form with its huge size. Even his cold fire was a tiny burning spark deep inside this humanoid shape, requiring much less fuel.
Her furs and leathers had been soaked with melting ice when he’d picked her up, but the flight through the frigid air had frozen the fabric to her body, and he struggled to peel off the layers. Normally he would have admired her curves, despite the fact that she was nothing but skin and bones, but he had to get her warm fast, or his decision to keep her alive would be moot.
“Where is it?” Leaving her naked on the bed, he opened up a drawer and dug through the pile of golden amulets and necklaces. “I know I stuck it in here somewhere.” Three drawers of jewelry later, he found it. “Ah-ha!”
He placed the amber warming amulet on its golden chain around her neck and nudged the spell. The central amber stone began to pulsate with heat. He placed her emaciated body under the furs and blankets on the bed and tucked her in. She looked lost in his large bed and an odd feeling came over him—would she make it?
He had no idea, and strangely, it worried him.
Siobhan woke up hungry, warmed by something heavy on her chest and cocooned deep inside a bed of furs. She sat up and her head spun. Pulling the bedclothes up around her bare shoulders she held still until she could focus and take stock.
The last thing she remembered was staring a huge dragon in the face and hoping he wasn’t going to kill her and now she was naked in someone else’s bed and wearing only a huge piece of golden jewelry that purred like a warm cat on her chest.
Trying not to panic, she looked around the room. Its walls seemed to be formed out of solid rock, and there were no windows to be seen. The bed was massive, with a dark, carved headboard and a wooden frame, where once curtains must have hung. A single candle sat on the cluttered bedside table, the light of the flames glinting on more treasure than she’d ever seen in her life. More than she’d ever imagined she’d see.
Every surface of the large room had something on it. The floors were covered in costly wool rugs, woven in bright colors that spoke of wealth. Every surface on all four walls was packed with paintings, tapestries, and odd pieces of random furniture—five golden chairs were on one wall and half of a narrow side table hung from another bracketed by silver trays of varying shapes and sizes.
And every single table that was actually on the floor of the room—she counted six—had its own collection of shiny silver boxes and candlesticks. Or a pair of large vases with ornate flowers sketched in glowing colors. Or carved wooden trays overflowing with knickknacks, large and small.
Coming from the austerity of the northern villages, where any spare coin was spent on clothing or food, she’d never seen anything like it. The furs on the bed alone were equivalent to a year of her father’s income, let alone what everything else in the room was worth.
From an armchair in a shadowy corner of the room by the fire, a deep masculine voice rumbled. “So, you’re awake.”
“Oh!” She pulled the blanket up to her neck and moved fast, scooting back against the headboard, almost banging her head.
“Easy, go slow.” He stood up and came closer to the bed, stepping into the circle of candlelight.  
His hair was a deep black, the candlelight picking out flashes of blue in the curls. His pointed ears indicated he was elvatian, but he was much more muscular than any Tuathan De Dannan, moving with easy confidence in the cluttered space.  He had pale blue eyes that were crystalline, like hers, but the pupils were a black slit down the center. Like the dragon’s.
“The amulet has healed you, but you’ve been through a lot and your body may still be weak.”
“Who are you? And where am I?”
He smiled, his cat’s eyes crinkling up at the corners. “I’m Doyle, manservant to the dragon, Atavantador.”
And with those words it all came rushing back. Her bungled attempt at rescue. The blur of years lost in frozen hibernation. The loss of Bosco.
“I have to find my brother. He’s in trouble.” She moved to get up, but she was still weak and the furs seemed very heavy. “Where, for Danu’s sake, are my clothes.” She pulled just one blanket up and stood, weaving a little.
“Slow down, before you fall down. Your clothes have been washed and dried. They’re right here.” He pointed to a small chest where the clothes she’d been wearing lay neatly folded on top, with her pack lying close by. Even her sword was there. The queen hadn’t bothered to take it from her, she thought bitterly, that’s how little she’d felt threatened.
She stood up straight, clutching her blanket and eying the stranger. “If you’ll be so kind as to give me some privacy I’ll get dressed and be on my way.”
He was dressed in clothes the likes of which she’d never seen before: some type of denim pants and a soft white shirt with short sleeves. Could a hundred years have made that much difference in clothing? Maybe he’d used a portal and picked them up on another world. She certainly hoped so or else she was going to have a lot of trouble fitting into the world after her imprisonment.
He shook his head. “Maybe you don’t remember everything, but you swore your life to the dragon’s service. And if you value your life, you won’t be leaving Cairngloss.”
The rest of her memories flooded through. “The dragon? That wasn’t a dream?”
His cat’s eyes looked strangely sympathetic. “No, it wasn’t a dream.” He walked over to the door. “Get dressed and I’ll be right back with some food.” He left, and the cluttered room felt oddly empty.
She was on her own, Danu only knew where she was, if her family were still alive, and where Bosco was. She huddled in her blanket, suddenly cold despite the heat of the amulet.
He hadn’t come back for her. When the queen had finally melted Siobhan’s prison away, she’d been furious. She’d ranted and raved and made sure Siobhan knew: her little brother wasn’t coming. He was three days late and Siobhan was at the Winter Queen’s mercy.
The queen had said Bosco was still alive so that meant one of two things: either her little brother was in deep trouble—again—or he didn’t care enough about his big sister to come to her rescue.
And she didn’t believe that, no matter what the queen had said. Either way she would find out. And either way, she owed the queen a debt. A debt filled with the weight of the blood price of either a brother’s love or a brother’s life.
She took off the heavy gold necklace and left it on the bedside table. Feeling cold without its purring heat, she pulled on her clothes, one piece at a time. Her suede breeches felt softer than she remembered. Her shirt smelled like a crisp winter’s day, fresh and clean. Her boots had been polished and the laces had been replaced with brand new sinew. Even her vest, embroidered with love by her mother in bright red and green threads on the white, seemed brighter and more vibrant. She traced the intricate pattern of frost flowers, tears welling up in her eyes.
A hundred years lost. What must her mother and
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