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        * * *

      

      She’s a witch forbidden to love a fae, and he’s the assassin murdering her coven. Together they’ll commit treason.

      

      Lily always wanted to do more than the menial delivery tasks assigned to her, and now she finally has her chance. The witch Matriarch has chosen her for a secret assignment, one that is imperative to the future safety of Faerie. But there’s a problem. When she meets her mission partner, it’s the fae who’s murdering her fellow witches at the behest of the diabolic Summer Court Lord, and to her frustration, she’s inexplicably drawn to him.

      

      Thrown together, Lily and Rune are tasked with laying the breadcrumbs to avert the loss of magic in Cirrelea. Using items stolen from the Summer Court Lord, they’ve committed treason before they’ve set foot outside the court. With a united goal and through perilous adventures, trust grows between them, forcing them to face the truth of their forbidden attraction.

      

      With the weight of prophecies and their loyalty to Cirrelea on their shoulders, Lily and Rune fight against fae beasts and the Summer Court Lord to achieve their goal. All while never knowing if they’ll find a way to remain together when all is complete.

      

      So Lethal Is the Lily is a standalone fantasy romance set in the world of Through the Wall and hundreds of years before the events of So Fell Are the Fae. This companion story is perfect for anyone who loves enemies to lovers, fated mates, shadow daddy’s, the it’s always been her trope, and loads of tension.
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      For Wall’s sake, it smelled bad down here. How very like the Summer Court — to smell of death laced with rose. I resisted a gag.

      The Underneath was below the court; a literal maze. Somewhere I’d never actually been, only heard of. Rumors told of fortunes hidden down here, but I’d always assumed it was an escape route for the lord of the court, Galwick.

      My instructions had been to meet Vespa, the Matriarch, in this warren. Yesterday, she finally gave me an assignment that wasn’t delivering herbs to the court’s apothecary — more like poisoner — Maven. I was to meet her here along with the Oracle and my partner, and then we’d get the full instructions.

      She’d given me a stone and a tattoo, representing a fae bargain she must have somehow entered on my behalf with the Oracle. It depicted a dagger surrounded by lilies, and she said I’d know my partner by his matching one. Otherwise, her details were minimal. Now her voice rang out in my mind, all lofty and mysterious, all will be revealed tomorrow. Vespa loved her theatrics, but the thing that really set this mission apart was her directive to cut myself off from the coven. No communication. I was to wall off that part of my mind. A directed self-exile.

      It was unheard of, but who was I to complain? It was my first real assignment.

      So I stood here alone, in more than one sense, and I hated this dark, dank room within the maze of tunnels. Galwick’s foot soldiers could pop up on me at any moment, and those interactions were never fun. The Summer Court fae were beginning to hate the witches even though we served their lord. Old bargains with old lords tied us here, and our services were getting more of us killed by the day. Our ability to lie didn’t protect us when the fae wanted their secrets kept., and prophecies of our power, our strength, didn’t help the matter. It festered and bred animosity.

      My partner was going to be one of them. I knew that much.

      The Oracle was choosing him, so I could only assume that meant I’d be saddled with a fae. Not optimal, but an assignment was an assignment. Judging by all the secrecy, it had to be an important one too. Vespa had me as one of her witches in training for years, always saying there was something bigger in store for me. But I was convinced it was because she thought I was too much, too loud, too flirty, too clumsy. She claimed the lowly tasks were to keep me hidden from Galwick’s view. See, she’s of no importance, merely a messenger and courier, not a witch that holds too much power and is a threat.

      The smell tickled my nose again, and I paced the room that Vespa had circled on a crudely drawn map. Where were they? They should have been here by now.

      Confident steps sounded out, and I threw myself against the wall by the door. It wasn’t Vespa, and it certainly wasn’t the Oracle. Both walked with a soft pad, and this was only one set of footsteps, not three. The hairs on the back of my neck pricked.

      I slid the dagger out from the band around my thigh, flexing my fingers around the grip. The steps grew closer. Heavy boots ground the bits of sand on the cobble floor, and I steeled myself for whomever this may be. Surely the Oracle at lest would accompany my partner. Was this some foot soldier of Galwick’s? If they caught a witch alone in the Underneath, a stay in the dungeon would be the best that could happen.

      Just outside the door, the steps paused. A breath. I’d lit nothing in here. Vespa had made clear this meeting was secret. It would just be the four of us.

      A man in Galwick colors — a foot soldier — lunged into the room, using fire magic to light the sconces. He was fae. Otherwise, I’d sense the use of witchery.

      I had to gain the upper hand. And quick. Once he was under control, I’d figure out what to do with him.

      I didn’t wait and hurled myself at his back. My one hand pulled his hair back while the other held my dagger to his exposed throat. With my witchery, I harnessed the now-lit sconces and wove it.

      He grabbed my wrist but held still as he noted the arrow of fire I held pointed right between his eyes. How fortuitous that he’d created fire for me to channel from.

      “Who are you?” I asked. Vespa had promised this area of the Underneath was not frequented, but he wore Galwick’s colors: black and red.

      My stomach tightened as I breathed in his scent of leather and smoky herbs. I knew that smell.

      My flame arrow hissed as it steamed. The man’s water magic doused it. Shit. How inconvenient that fae can wield all the elements, even if only one can be done well.

      His hand came up to wrap around my wrist. “Lily, they sent me.”

      No.

      That voice. My stomach bottomed out.

      I spun him around, pushing him against the stone wall, keeping my dagger at his throat.

      It was Rune.

      Not him. Why him?

      Of all the fae to send…why the one that I seemed unfailingly attracted to, the one who always seemed to appraise me with his gaze. The gaze where I always came up short.

      The one who had killed my sisters and brothers in the coven.

      “For what?” I ground out. I certainly wouldn’t let him take me to the dungeon if that was what was happening.

      His chest heaved, forcing me to notice how I pressed against him. If I moved now, I’d let on that his nearness got to me, and it always frustratingly did. It made me hate him.

      “The Oracle told me to meet you here. Gave me some things.” He patted the small leather bag that sat under his arm. “They’re not coming. They said we have to go.”

      I pulled the dagger away from his throat, taking a step back. “You expect me to believe that? To trust you?” I couldn’t keep the venom out of my voice. He’d been a thorn in my side for the past two years. A stupidly good-looking one too. He turned all the heads, but he was just such an ass. Always there to watch me screw up and then say absolutely nothing. No empathy. No scrutiny. No nothing. Just a blank wall. Then he’d meet my eyes as if to say I saw that, and then turn and walk away like he silently logged what an absolute screwup I was. Because if Vespa only gave me jobs any witch could do, then that was the only conclusion I could come to.

      Rune stepped toward me. “Give me your hand.”

      I took another step back, sliding my dagger into its sheath but keeping my hand on it. “No.”

      He rolled his near black eyes, the light of the sconces reflecting off them. His hand whipped up, snagging mine. With reflexes like that, I didn’t know how I’d gotten the best of him. He had to have known where I was in this room when he entered. Scented me. Heard my heartbeat.

      Damn fae.

      Stupid me.

      He flipped my hand over to expose the new tattoo on my wrist, and, as he did, it exposed his as well. Same dagger. Same lilies.

      I groaned. He was the one the Oracle had chosen as my partner.

      Vespa knew how I felt about him. She knew I complained every time I ran into him at the apothecary. Why wouldn’t she have told me? Warned me?

      I ignored the tiny voice in my head that said, Because she knew you’d resist. She knew you’d likely do something to try to change the fact that this is who the Oracle chose. As if anyone had a chance of changing his mind.

      What she had said was that the one who had the matching tattoo was someone I should trust with my life, and they should trust me with theirs. We’d each be given instructions, but this meeting tonight? She was supposed to be here to give me those instructions.

      My eyes flicked to his. We both knew what he saw in them. Acceptance, whether I liked it or not.

      “She didn’t give me instructions,” I said flatly.

      “You sure about that?” he asked with a cocked brow.

      Wall, the arrogance just dripped off him. “I got this tattoo and a stone.” As I said it, I pulled the smooth blue stone out of the pocket on my chest and tossed it in the air.

      Rune snatched it. “Don’t be a log-headed sprite! Do you have any idea what this is?”

      “A rock?”

      Something thundered in the tunnels, causing us both to jerk our heads up and listen.

      “We need to get out of here,” Rune whispered. He had leaned forward, and his breath stirred the strands of hair by my ear.

      “What do you know that I don’t?” I’d been led to believe this was a mostly safe meeting and hadn’t expected any trouble other than the potential for dodging Galwick’s men. And by the sounds of it, we wouldn’t be dodging. We had the full force of his garrison coming down on our heads.

      Rune turned his head to focus back on me and not the noises. I hadn’t realized how close we’d gotten. “Because if Vespa and the Oracle didn’t hold off Galwick and his soldiers, then we’ll both be dead for treachery.”

      My eyes widened.

      Rune continued, “That’s not just a rock. It’s the stone of Cirrelea.” He placed it back into my hands and watched as I slipped it into my pocket as a sheepish oh formed on my lips.

      The stone of Cirrelea was a fabled thing — created before the Burning. Legends claimed it had untold amounts of power, but no one knew exactly what it did. Those tales were lost in the Burning, along with much of our history. But this was Galwick’s. He’d kept it on a pedestal in his quarters, and I should have known that was what Vespa gave me. But I’d never imagined I’d hold the stone of Cirrelea in my human hands.

      Now, not only did I hold it, I had also just slipped Galwick’s prized possession into my pocket.

      I swallowed.

      It was treachery.

      Vespa, what did you do?

      I met his eyes, hating that it was him. Loving that it was him. If anything was treacherous, it was me, my heart.

      “We should go,” I whispered. “Can you sift us?”

      He shook his head. “Galwick wards the entire castle from sifting in and out, including the Underneath.”

      And of course he would know. He was an assassin for Galwick, the very lord who subtly had our mages killed off. One here, one there. He could do it slowly. The human witch lifespan was considerably less than a fae’s, though still longer than a human who held no magic.

      The other fae courts may have turned a blind eye to the dwindling numbers of witches and mages in the Summer Court. Indeed, perhaps they’d even been appreciative. The Oracle’s prophecies held one too many things about the danger of witches. Yet Vespa and he were allies. Maybe out of necessity. But even Vespa occasionally remarked that fae should be scared of us. As one day we would hold more power than them. Whatever that meant.

      Yet we remained in Galwick’s employ even as witches mysteriously disappeared over the years. There weren’t too many ways to get out of fae bargains, even if they happened before you were born. Unfortunately, ages ago, the witches of the Summer Court had bargained for shelter in return for our services. They hadn’t bargained well and wrapped their daughter’s daughters into it with too many loopholes. Loopholes that the fae excelled at exploiting.

      And now I was stuck with Galwick’s top assassin, the one he assigned to off my sisters and brothers, or so everyone said.

      It didn’t evade me that perhaps I was a new mark of his.

      Vespa wouldn’t set me up.

      A small voice in the back of my head said, She would if the stakes were high enough, if it benefited the greater good.

      There was no more time for me to mull over my thoughts. Rune grabbed my hand and led me through the maze. Occasionally, we paused to listen. He leaned over, cupping his hand near my ear. “They’re assuming we came to the Underneath to escape and are trying to cut us off from the main exit. We’ve lost them for now.”

      His breath stirred the hair near my ear, making me shiver, and I hated myself for it. I turned to speak back.

      Too soon. He hadn’t moved. His lips were right there. Damn this attraction.

      “We’re stuck then. What good does that do us?” I asked, pulling back so our mouths didn’t brush.

      “I know an area that can be manually unwarded. We can sift from there. It’s a safety net for Galwick. He told me about it as an easy way for me to come and go. An easy way to not be followed. And I don’t think they know who they are after.”

      I shivered again, but not from his nearness. This time it was the thought of all the witches and fae he’d murdered on Galwick’s orders.

      He noticed the frown of disgust on my face and pulled back.

      I couldn’t help it. The words came flying out. “How many times did you have to use it covered in an innocent’s blood?”

      His face turned to stone. “I did what I had to do as many times as I had to do it.”

      With that he dropped my hand and tersely cocked his head — a beckoning to follow.

      I may have doubted earlier, but I knew what he said earlier was true. They’d burn a treacherous witch at the stake. I had the stone of Cirrelea — Galwick’s stone of Cirrelea. I had a tattoo binding me to his assassin. And not just any assassin, his bastard son. Being bound to a fae alone was means to expel me from the court. I didn’t think there was a time when witch and fae could be bound.

      I wouldn’t even be able to beg for mercy at other courts. So that left me to living my days in the Suhmmerials, a mountain chain within Faerie outside of the courts, where the rules of Faerie were fickle and harsh. Treachery or not, my life would be over. The only way out was to complete this assignment even if I hated my partner.
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      We approached a dead end. Rune summoned a ball of light to hover in front of his hand and kept walking straight through the rock wall. Illusion — glamour. I didn’t sense witchery, however he seemed to see a wall but knew it was a glamour by the way he held his hand out. But if all fae knew it existed, then what was the point? Who was it meant to keep out?

      I didn’t have time to mull it over. The room was empty except for a chest in the center. Rune circled it.

      “This isn’t usually here,” he said as he nudged it with a booted foot.

      “Is it for us?” I edged away from the wall we just passed through. No need to be right there if any of those other fae found their way in here.

      “I don’t sense fae magic.” Rune now crouched, studying the chest.

      I reached out with my witchery as he must have with his senses, encircling the box. “No witchery either.” I drew closer. Something was etched in the wood on the top. I knelt, tracing my finger over it. A witch sigil. It meant flower. “This is for me. The symbol means flower.”

      Rune grunted. “Open it. I’ve got your back.”

      Never mind that those words from Rune did something to me, and I couldn’t quite figure out if they repelled me or snaked around my heart.

      But he didn’t need to have my
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