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A Toast...
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To “the girls” of the Sunshine Social Club who taught me that life should be lived without regrets or apologies, that loving can be both fierce as well as gentle, and that laughter should be raucous and indulged in until the tears fall. 

[image: image]

Enchantress born,

Pure blood of intoxication.

Intentions denied,

Cold and brittle my hollow reply.

Battle of wills,

Soft night and duty soon forgot.

I am lost—oh sweet her spell

Darkly kept, my unseelie desire.

Sel, son of Selgi
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Prologue
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The balance of power had been upset. The question that plagued the Unseelie King was why. 

Melwas often thought of himself in third person, a running monologue forever playing in his head. It amused him most days, but the commentary that accompanied last night’s events was disturbing at best. His Queen, Gwenhwyfar, had saved his life. But in doing so, she had stolen not only one of his warriors, but his daughter, Riona, as well. Melwas didn’t care about Hueil, the warrior, so much as the loss of his daughter as a tool of power which was his right to wield. And he thought of the traitor Calcus not at all. 

Melwas fingered the key around his neck, but made no attempt to remove it. He’d only come to talk and he could do that through the small hole in the face of the door. Standing by the cell's door, he leaned his head back against the cool stone wall and hammered on the enchanted metal with his fist to alert the presence within.

“I have come to visit. Come speak with me,” he announced. When time passed without a response from the other side, he pounded on the door again. Melwas was finally rewarded with the sound of movement, shuffling and scraping of wood over stone as the man within took a seat near the door.

“What news?”

Melwas chuckled to himself. His prisoner had always been unfailingly polite. “Our Queen has not been behaving herself. You must remind her of our deal.”

“She refuses to speak with me.”

“You must try harder. It is her life you protect.” It was a small threat Melwas made, and the cell occupant knew it. Melwas had never raised a hand to his Queen, nor would he.

Silence.

“Let us not forget, I still hold all the cards in this game,” Melwas prompted.

“I will do my best,” came the disembodied reply.

“That is all I ask.”

Silence and then the faceless voice asked, “I am surprised by your visit. What has my Gwen done?”

Through the long centuries, a strange friendship had evolved between he and his prisoner. So Melwas, who trusted no one, relayed the basic details of the disastrous Mabon ceremony to him. 

“I remember Hueil as a child,” the voice said. “He was a troublemaker even then as I recall.” The statement was followed by muffled laughter.

The Unseelie King rose and paced back and forth before the cell door. Hueil’s abandonment of the unseelie way needled the great King more than he wanted to admit. 

Melwas ignored the unwanted commentary in his head and abruptly stopped his pacing. “Gwenhwyfar has shackled my daughter to her captain. I cannot strike at him without bringing us to open war,” he grumbled. “Our Queen is too fond of him.”

“I am sorry for your troubles, Melwas. Gwen was always headstrong.” 

Melwas leaned his hand against the icy metal door. Something had changed. His Queen was taking risks she dared not before. “I think she has seen something new in this game we play.”

“A new player, perhaps?”

“I do not know,” Melwas grumbled utterly frustrated.

“I am sure you will understand soon. Until then, I fear we must play on... ” the voice suggested.

Melwas glared at the door. His fair-haired Queen had belonged first to the unseelie fey that now slyly mocked him, safe from harm behind the locked door. Gwenhwyfar’s continued acceptance of his reign rested on the health of this prisoner. If one died, so did the other. The balance of power between the three of them had stood unchallenged for three thousand years. What was different? 

“Are you ill?” Melwas asked, his mind searching for answers.

“Nay, but thank you for inquiring.”

“And you say she refuses to speak with you?”

“I profess truly.”

Melwas's fist slammed against the door, the soft laughter within only feeding his anger. Melwas had to admit he had been blindsided at Mabon. Whatever Gwenhwyfar was up to, he couldn't allow her to gain control of their game. He needed answers. He needed a plan.

The Unseelie King stalked away from the offending door and out onto the ledge pathway. Out of habit, he fingered the stag-head key once more. Even if she knew where to find Arthur, the Absent King, the Seelie Queen would need more than a key to open the cell door. This alone reassured Melwas. As long as he kept Arthur securely imprisoned, the unseelie throne was his to keep—as was the reluctant but abiding Gwenhwyfar. 

Melwas re-entered the cave and came to stand once more in front of the sealed door. “She still searches for you,” Melwas told the fey behind the door. 

They knew each other too well, for he had told the old King too much through the years. They were now both enemies and friends locked in a battle from which they could no longer disengage. He had long ago stopped lying to his prisoner—lies of Gwenhwyfar’s love for her new King. He didn't share the bond with her that the binding vows forged, nor would he ever. In the beginning, the happy courtship, children born, and idealized court-life of a Melwas rule had been a fantasy woven to torture his prisoner, but Melwas hadn't been aware of the telepathic link between the Seelie Queen and her mate, Arthur. The old King had known of the lies. Oddly, Arthur had never chastised him for the fantasy.

“She will not stop,” the voice behind the door prophesied. 

“So we will play on then,” Melwas suggested.

“Aye. I think it best.”
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Chapter 1
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The black wolf rose from his crouch, his hackles growing. Placing her small hand on his head, Riona stilled him. It was good that Neb obeyed; a loyal unseelie would come in handy, she reminded herself. 

“I am Sel, son of Selgi. The Seelie Queen has sent me to you. Calcus is dead by my hand in defense of the Queen. I offer myself to you, and the protection of my house as custom requires. It is the Queen's wish you abide this agreement.”

Riona thrust her chin forward to cover her surprise at the captain's speech. “And my father’s wishes?” It irked her that the Seelie Captain truly expected her to heel to his announcement. Even here at Tearmann, the Seelie Queen's sanctuary, they had heard the rumors of what had occurred at the Mabon Ceremony. She had known Sel would come, but she had not thought he would arrive so soon. 

The Queen’s Captain answered her plainly, “He plans to use you as a pawn. In my care you will retain the Queen’s protection.” 

She stalled for time. “Give me a moment to see my friend off. I will meet you in the gathering hall,” she informed him regally, giving him a small dip of her chin for good measure. Riona held his gaze unblinkingly as the silence deepened between them. She knew the next to speak would be the loser in this small battle of wills. This knowledge did nothing to calm the sound of her heart hammering in her ears as she waited on his reply. 

“The sooner we leave the better. I will wait as you requested.” The blond haired captain stiffly bowed at the waist, then turned and walked back the way he had come. 

Riona refrained from smiling at his retreating back. It was only a small victory, and she was not yet out of his reach. Beside her, Neb rose from his crouch. She held up her hand until Sel had entered the gates of the castle. Only then did she release the breath she had been holding. Knowing time was against her, she shimmered and took the form of a wolf. She ran—ran as if her life depended on it. 

Riona raced through the valley with Neb keeping stride at her heels. After they had traveled a fair distance, she glanced behind her to see Neb’s tongue lolling out. He was enjoying himself. Typical, she thought, mentally sighing with annoyance. 

When Neb moved up to run next to her, she nipped at him. She had been happy at Tearmann, damn it. But her time at Tearmann was at an end, she now must look to her future. Riona leaped over a log and continued through the dense brush without pausing.

Neb returned to his position at her heels, content for now to let her take the lead on this merry chase. And a chase it would be once the captain discovered she had fled. Contemplating his reaction gave her another burst of speed. He would expect her to shift from these mountains to somewhere safe; the court perhaps to plead her case to the Seelie Queen. 

When Riona caught the sweet scent of water, she changed direction and followed it. Once she spotted the rushing water, Riona plunged into the stream and traveled against the current for half a mile before veering off towards one of the mountains Neb’s plaintive whine indicated. Because he was growing tired, Riona let him take the lead. Sensing her willingness, the black wolf confidently loped forward. He seemed to know where he was going, so she was content to follow. 

When the grass gave way to loose and jagged rock, they slowed to a trot. Riona picked her way carefully, not wanting to cut a pad on the sharp stones. She couldn't risk an injury, she told herself. It would slow her flight, or worse, it would leave a blood trail for the captain to follow.

The very thought of the Seelie Captain irritated her. Why couldn’t he have just stayed away? His appearance had ruined everything. At castle Tearmann she had been able to shed her past life, and in doing so had experienced a freedom she'd never known before. No one had ulterior motives in befriending her. She was just one more unseelie fey under Queen Gwenhwyfar's protection. No one knew she was the bastard daughter of the Unseelie King. Only Digon, the castle’s caretaker, had known her circumstances and Riona had kept him at arms-length. She had learned from painful experience that anyone who knew her identity would eventually try to use it to their advantage. Even the Seelie Queen it seemed wasn't immune to the temptation, she mused. 

Neb halted, forcing Riona to skid to a stop, just short of running into his haunches on the steep ledge. Bringing her attention back to the ordeal at hand, she concentrated on her surroundings and where Neb might be leading her. The Arach Mountains of Tir na n-Og were hauntingly beautiful but dangerous. She watched while the black wolf put his nose to the ground then scented the air. She didn’t exactly trust Neb, but he had once helped her in the past. And with her blatant refusal to the captain's dubious offer of protection, Riona had lost any further protection from the Seelie Queen. If she wanted to remain out of her father's reach, Neb was the sum total of her dwindling list of allies. 

Riona waited for Neb to move forward, again sniffing the air, before she inched along the path behind him. 

Really, what choice did she have? She had grown too complacent during her short stay at Tearmann, she lectured herself. It had been utter stupidity on her part to believe a happy existence could be attained, even for a limited time. She should have had a plan in place. But she hadn’t anticipated Calcus’s death, nor the Queen’s unusual decision to transfer Calcus's contract with her house to Sel's. It made no sense. It was an ancient law the Queen used, a provision no one paid any attention to anymore. 

Neb moved further up the trail. 

Riona had welcomed Neb’s company when he had appeared tonight. Out of all the guards Calcus had placed near her, Neb had been the most respectful of her title and station. Which explained why, when he found her loping through the valley in sight of the castle, he had insisted that she, a princess of the Unseelie Court, shouldn’t be without an escort. So he had joined her for a short romp around the castle. 

Naively, Riona hadn’t realized they were being watched. It wasn’t until the wind had shifted and her wolf senses had caught his scent—woodland and male. She hesitated along the rocky trail as her mind replayed the moment the captain had stepped out from the shadows. His massive golden six-four frame commanded attention. Like a doe sensing danger, she had stood immobilized, transfixed by the sight of him. But from the second the captain opened his mouth, it was clear to her that she was only another errand assigned to him by his Queen. She may not have lived at court, but Riona knew about the captain and his Queen. They said he could love no other. Though she had heard rumors about him, in truth, it was the first time she had ever laid eyes on him. Too many years spent hiding from court and her father was her only excuse for not knowing him. Riona's mind shied away from his name. He had said it so proudly; his whole demeanor had been cold and unapproachable. But it was his coolness in the matter that had unexpectedly stung. 

Neb gave a short yep in her direction; to her wolf ears it registered as a question. Neb had moved further up the trail and was waiting for her, head cocked. 

She sniffed in response and followed, thankfully the difficult terrain would keep her mind from resurrecting the captain's image for a time. 

After scrambling up the steep trail, Neb led her through a narrow fissure partially obscured by a large boulder. The narrowing path led to a shelter carved into the mountain face. It was crude, but the cave would give them a chance to rest relatively unobserved. 

Neb shimmered, shapeshifting to take his true form: blue-tinted skin, a smattering of warrior tattoos, black leather pants, boots, and nothing more but a silver torc around his neck. He wore no weapons Riona could discern so she shapeshifted as well. She chose to dress herself more appropriately for her surroundings than the russet gown the captain had seen her in; a simple tunic, britches, and good sensible boots. Chilled after shedding her thick wolf-coat, Riona manifested a warm gray cloak as an afterthought. It would do, she decided while wrapping the heavy material around her. 

“Why are we fleeing?” Neb asked. “The promise of the Queen’s protection sounds pretty good,” he added.

He wasn’t even breathing hard. Riona realized this respite was for her benefit only. “It is not my wish to be handed off to a man like a prized pig at a fair.” It hurt that the Queen had simply given her to the captain as soon as Calcus’s previous claim had been broken. In the back of her mind, she had expected more from the Queen who had been closer to a mother to her than her own. 

“Then what do you want to do, Princess?”

“I..” Riona began, then paused. What was she going to do? Her first impulse had been to flee, but now what? And was she running on principle or from the fey himself? Her mind conjured his image with little prompting. To cover her confusion Riona ran her fingers through her recently cropped hair. The once heavy brunette locks now only grazed her shoulders. 

“I see you are still working on the solution. No matter. We can rest till dawn if he hasn’t found the trail,” Neb informed her.

“You are offering to stay with me?” She tilted her chin upward while readjusting her dull cloak around her as if it were the most elegant of robes. Neb, having long since perfected the art of casual-ease, wasn’t as affected by her royal airs as Riona would have liked. He was being very accommodating, she thought worriedly. Would he tell her what he wanted from her or would she not discover his trap until after it was sprung?

Neb took a seat on a rock and began laying a fire. “I was not present at the Mabon ceremony. I have no allegiances, and I am not welcome at court for a full year.” He glanced up. “I am not needed anywhere at the moment, Princess.”

“What if he finds us?”

“I doubt he will. I know how to stay...” Neb paused to smile charmingly at her, “unnoticed.”

Riona took a seat on the stone floor and watched him complete his task. A spark ignited the small pile of twigs and the fire sprang to life. Neb fed the flames, larger sticks and then logs until the shelter was warm and cozy. She let the cloak fall from her shoulders. “How do you know of this place?” she asked, filling the silence.

“Once, long ago, I too had to run and hide.” The practiced grin on his face did not match the pain she heard in his voice. 

Changing the subject, she asked, “Does this shelter of yours have any food?”

“Nary a bit,” he sighed. “I have not used it for some time.”

“Then it was providence that sent you to me tonight. Alone, I would not have found shelter,” she told him. But what now, she asked herself. She needed more allies than this one unseelie warrior if she wanted to retain her freedom.

“Quite possibly. There have been some strange happenstance of late.”

She didn’t think he spoke of the uproar at Mabon, which ended with Calcus's death and Hueil's change of allegiance from the Unseelie King to Seelie Queen. “Like what?” she asked. When Neb didn’t answer right away, Riona assumed he had dismissed her question. They sat in silence, Neb ignoring her completely while he tended the fire, and she wondering what to do next. The captain's image bloomed fresh in her mind and Riona found herself quietly testing his name under her breath, “Sel.”

“You wonder about him?”

Riona blushed. She had not intended for Neb to hear her foolishness. Picking up on her discomfort he laughed at her, which made her blush all the more. 

“It is natural for you to speculate about the seelie. Do you want to know what I think?”

“You think the Queen’s protection is not so bad,” she snapped.

He grunted to himself as if agreeing then said, “I think the captain is not so bad, Princess. My brother, Hueil, took his daughter as his mate.”

“Sinnie? Is that why he now serves the Queen?”

“Aye, Sinnie. Do you know the seelie girl?”

“I have met her,” Riona confessed. 

A lone wolf howled in the distance. It was a long, woeful cry. 

Neb abruptly stood, their conversation forgotten, and went to stand at the mouth of the cave to scan the horizon and landscape below. From their elevation, he would be able to see for miles with his unseelie eyes. 

“If it is your captain's call, I canna see him. He should realize by now that you did not travel to court.” 

Neb had read her mind. Was she that predictable, or were males that predictable? 

With a shrug, Neb resumed his seat and poked at the fire. “His pride is no doubt smarting from your rebuke.”

“He thinks to much of himself.” What would she do if he found her again? If she were honest, there was something about the captain that unsettled her. Riona took a deep breath and steadied her resolve. 

“He is changed.”

Neb's comment confused her. Her mind had been cataloging the captain’s features: the blond hair that curled around his ears, the gray-green eyes that seemed to see directly into her, the strong chin, the high cheekbones. Her mind wandered lower; the breadth of his shoulders, the muscled arms—a result of long service to warcraft. He was a large bear of a man and the thought of his golden presence sent a delightful shiver through her body. “Who?” 

Studying her intently, Neb replied, “Hueil.” 

“How so?” she asked, picking up the thread of their conversation, but her mind stubbornly remained elsewhere. “He plans to use you as a pawn. In my care you will retain the Queen’s protection.” Sel’s voice had been strong and self-possessed, not a hint of warmth in his offer or critique of her father’s motives. In his care, her mind repeated.

“It does not matter,” Neb told her. He then quit the fire and took up a post by the entrance. 

“Do you see anything?” she asked distractedly.

“Nay. Your captain seems to have lost the scent. It is the dragons I watch for; they are the real danger in this land.”

Careful to keep the worry from her voice, she asked, “Should we move on?” 

“I would prefer to wait until dawn.” He looked back over his shoulder and smiled impishly. “I will keep watch, Princess. Gain what rest you can. Your...” he paused and grinned more fully, “virtue is safe with me. I have a healthy fear of the Queen’s Captain.” 

Riona reached for the nearest stick and threw it at him, causing him to laugh all the louder. Even with the little amount of time she spent at court, she had heard the crude jokes made about her lack of sexual experience, as well as the imaginative places her father might find her if King Melwas chose to look hard enough. Because of the political implications of her station, Riona had not indulged in taking a lover like the rest of her kind was known to do. She was quite possibly the only unseelie to reach the age of womanhood without having known a lover’s touch and it had earned her the unfair title of “Ice Princess” among members of both courts. 

“I am sorry. I see the tales are true.” Neb’s laughter died slowly in her ears, until it was just a soft chuckle between friends. 

To her annoyance, her cheeks had flamed anew. Ignoring him, she stared steadily into the fire to avoid witnessing his assessing gaze. It was not new to her. Most males looked at her that way, like she was some present they wanted to be the first to unwrap. As casually as she could, Riona reached for her cloak and pulled it around her body. A moment later she felt Neb's attention slip away as he resumed his watch at the cave's entrance. 

When the first roar broke the stillness, Riona jumped in alarm. She knew her eyes had grown wide as she looked to Neb for direction. He nodded his head in agreement to her unspoken thought and hurriedly doused the flames with water. The coals sizzled then died, sending up a plume of smoke that choked her lungs and stung her eyes. She felt him put a warm finger to her lips; they would need to remain silent until the dragons passed. 

There was an answering scream to the first roar; the dragon’s mate perhaps? Riona knew very little about these creatures, but Neb clearly seemed to understand the danger they were in. He moved her to the back of the shelter. 

“I have no weapon with me. If we are detected, we will need to shift quickly,” he whispered in the darkness. 

Without the aid of fire or the moon’s light, Riona couldn't see Neb at all, his warrior's blue tinted skin blended into the inky blackness. He kept a tight grip on her wrist and stood near enough that she could feel the heat of his body in the close quarters. Without the contact, she would have lost track of his presence in the gloom of the cave. Riona took comfort in the sound of his breathing—steady and shallow. He was calmly waiting and she tried to follow his example, willing her racing heart to slow. 

Despite her efforts to emulate Neb, Riona jumped when another shrieking roar, much closer than the last, heralded a dragon’s approach. Neb pressed her backward until her spine was against cool stone. She was trembling, and she hated it. Danger was not new to her, but these creatures knew no reason. 

Her sensitive hearing caught movement at the entrance. Peering through the haze of smoke and darkness, Riona thought she could make out a silhouette, but it was too small to be one of the creatures. Not trusting her eyesight, she gathered power to shift but Neb held her firmly in place. 

“You trespass. These lands do not belong to the fey,” the voice warned. The dragon's voice sounded like stone grinding against stone, an unpleasant grating of bone upon the ear. 

Neb didn't respond or move as the new arrival sniffed, testing the air.

“You have a woman with you.” It was not a question.

Neb pushed her firmly backward, flat against the unyielding mountain and then he let go. Blind as she was, Riona could only follow the sound of his light footfalls as he walked forward and away from her. When she judged him to be near the entrance he said, “Your nose imagines much. It is only I. You know me, do you not?” 

The new arrival inhale deeply again. “Aye. I know your kind. You stink, unseelie.”

“Like you and your kin, I am hunted. I will leave by dawn,” Neb responded.

The figure gave a loud harrumph then said, “I have seen the one who hunts you. He is close. This is the last boon you will receive from us.”

“Thank you, mighty-one. I will not trespass on your lands again,” Neb replied cordially.

Riona realized during Neb's conversation that her eyesight had mistaken the silhouetted head of the creature for a misshapen man. There was a shifting and sliding of rock as the great beast took to the air. Neb waited until the dragon was completely airborne before returning to her.

“We need to leave. Now,” he told her, gripping her arm. 

“Where are we going?” 

“Off this mountain.” 

Neb's power wrapped around her and they shifted in unison. As their bodies floated away from the cave, Riona's eye sight briefly improved. She glimpsed Sel hastily making his way into the hidden shelter, sword drawn—but he was too late to prevent their escape. 

In rapid succession she and Neb materialized and shifted again and again. Neb, being more powerful, took easy command of their travel:; the lush valley they had run across, a ransacked bed-chamber, a mineral spring in a part of Tir-na n-Og she had never been, a deserted cottage, a rowan grove, a lake. Eventually, Riona stopped bothering to identify Neb’s choice of locations. He was obviously attempting to camouflage their trail. Over time her sense of place became more confused as Neb's constant shifting continued: trees, a castle, a beach, a cave, a tower. The effort of folding space was beginning to take its toll on her dwindling resources of power. So when they materialized next to a tree Riona grabbed at a limb. “Stop,” she ordered. It halted Nebs progress but she accidentally had cut her hand in the attempt. 

He didn't answer her or give her a moment to rest, instead he pried her hand free of the limb before shifting them once again. Four more locations came and went before her legs began to sag. Gripping her around the waist, he shifted two more times. 

They reappeared in a glen, near the edge of a forest. Gently lowering her down into a sitting position, he informed her, “We can rest for a moment. I think I have confused him.” 

“I need more than just a moment, Neb. Where are we?” Riona was unable to keep the strain she felt from her voice. Her relative youth and lack of power had put her at a distinct disadvantage, the constant travel had rendered her vulnerable. Drained of strength, she would now be forced to place her trust in him. 

“Near the northern border. From here we can travel to a place you can safely rest.” 

She shivered and hugged her cloak to her. The cut to her hand stung but she ignored it. “How long until dawn?” The moon sat low on the horizon. They had been shifting for a very long time. 

Glancing down at her, Neb replied, “A few hours.” Taking a step away, he scanned the meadow for possible dangers. “I need to retrieve my sword. Go sit in the shadow of that oak.” He pointed to a tree several yards away, taller than all the rest. “I will be right back,” he told her. Neb then vanished, leaving her all alone. 

Riona was exhausted, but she made herself remain standing on trembling legs. Ignoring the familiar fear, she turned in a circle until she spotted the tree Neb had indicated. As ordered, she went to sit and wait. She was being pursued again, alone and ill prepared to protect herself. Would he bring back someone new who also hunted for her? Or would the captain catch up to her? Fleetingly Riona wondered if she could still return to the safety of Tearmann. Dawn had not yet taken the Queen’s sanctuary from its nightly resting-place. But then, he would be informed she had returned and he'd come for her, Riona reminded herself. If she truly valued her freedom, she knew she couldn’t go back. For that matter, Riona thought, it might not be possible to make the jump there...even if she wanted to. At present, Riona didn't think she had the energy to fold space unaided. 

Leaning against the great oak’s trunk, she gratefully sank down onto the forest floor and pulled her hood forward, the gray cloak would help her blend in with the shadows. Riona closed her eyes to listen. All she could do was wait, and hope, hope Neb wasn’t about to betray her. 
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Chapter 2
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“Who left you unattended?” 

A male voice, her mind told her. She had slept, though she hadn't intended to. Opening her eyes, Riona found an unseelie warrior looking down at her, legs apart, hands resting on his hips. She was so use to betrayal that she felt no anger toward Neb. This must be the one Neb had gone to fetch. Only slightly curious, she asked, “Who are you?” 

“Gloric.” He smiled broadly and then he bowed to her with a flourish. The sun was just peaking over the horizon. She was able to see him clearly in the soft glow of dawn. His hair was cut short, just reaching his shoulders. A leather vest covered his tattooed chest, black leather pants ending at silver tipped boots, and a great war-ax was strapped to his back.

With the tree protecting her back she stood and gave the new arrival a nod, but she did not offer her name. If she were lucky, she might have the opportunity to shift, then attempt to confuse her trail like Neb had done the night before. If she were extraordinarily lucky, this Gloric as he called himself, wouldn't find her again. Riona turned and purposefully walked into the open meadow. She could hear the unseelie following her. Neb was nowhere in sight. 

“Are you a sprite, a wood nymph perhaps?” he teased in a feeble attempt at charming her. “Do not think to escape me, lovely one.”

She stopped in her tracks, but not out of fear of Gloric. Across the meadow, at the edge of the tree line stood the captain, the rising sun's rays adding a brilliance to his golden image. Her heart picked up its pace. He did not look happy. And why should he? She turned her back on the captain and focused her attention on Gloric. Her new admirer had not yet spotted the captain's arrival. “What do you want?” she asked, raising one haughty eyebrow. 

He smirked. “I caught your scent last night in the cave and was intrigued.” As he said this, Gloric's voice changed from the musical qualities of their kind to a harsh discord of grating notes. 

Her stomach dropped and her mind screamed “dragon” in warning. She took two hesitant steps back from him and plastered what she hoped was a pleasant smile on her face. “Truly? That is quite remarkable, Gloric.” 

His disturbingly ugly leer told Riona all she needed to know. Gloric was done bantering. The blood drained from her face and she stumbled backward, all pretense of calm evaporating. 

Suddenly the captain materialized beside her, and she yelped. With one large hand he shoved her behind him. Riona fell back. Then she felt, rather than saw, Neb appear beside her. Neb grabbed her arm to steady her, preventing her from landing flat on her royal bottom.

By the time she looked up again, Gloric had begun his transformation. The distortion of shimmering air around him camouflaged some the more gruesome elongation of his unseelie body, but Riona could still see Gloric’s legs as they gained unbelievable mass. His arms expanded, torso twisted, and his neck stretched. There was a flash of iridescent green as scales replaced skin. As remarkable as the metamorphosis was to witness, it was not what transfixed the threesome. What froze them all in place was the hideous grinding sounds of bone, of ripping flesh, and the emergence of the guttural dragon roar. The captain, who seemed just as stunned as she and Neb, had been mindful enough to draw his sword, though it was held limply in his hand.

Reacting first, Neb shifted her away from the meadow and the captain before Gloric could finish the lengthy change. She didn’t offer any resistance as he jumped them from place to place. She wanted as far away from Gloric the dragon as she could get. If the captain had any sense, he’d run as well. 

Her heart suddenly constricted painfully in her chest. She hoped he had run. The thought of him hurt, fighting to protect her when she had fled was...distressing. 

When they materialized near a lake, Neb paused. 

“That was interesting,” When she didn't respond immediately, he gave her a hard look. “I know of a place we can go. We need help.”

Neb hadn’t betrayed her...yet, she amended to herself. “Where?” she asked while trying not to think about the captain and their abandonment of him. Riona attempted to ease her conscience by telling herself that Sel knew how to defend himself, otherwise he wouldn't have become the Queen's champion.

“The human realm. We will go see Hueil.”

What trickery is this, she thought. “His daughter is there. What of Sel?” she asked.

“The captain is still looking for you here in Tir na n-Og. We have a little time before he thinks to look elsewhere. We will take precautions. And you’ve cut yourself. I can smell it,” he finished.

She swallowed and clenched her hand behind the folds of her cloak in an attempt at hiding the cuts to her palm. “What took you so long to return, Neb?” she asked suspiciously.

“I was laying false trails all over Tir na n-Og for you, Princess.” He handed her a torn piece of her tunic. She hadn’t realized it had ripped. “He will think you are everywhere, and yet, you will be nowhere.”

She tucked the scrape of fabric into a pocket inside her cloak. She knew she should not appear ungrateful. Whatever his motives, Neb had been true thus far. She pushed her chin forward and looked him full in the face so that he could see that she meant it. “You have proven yourself to be true. I apologize for thinking the worst. ” 

He held out his hand to her. “We should go.” 

He didn't look offended by her doubts and Riona was glad of it. She nodded.

The air around Neb wavered as he shimmered. His face morphed into that of Hueil’s, but Neb's body and voice remained the same. “He has permission to pass the watchers. I do not,” Neb told her in way of explanation. She held his hand firmly, trusting only because there was no other way. Riona felt his power wrap around her and then they shifted. 

* * * 
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SO THIS WAS THE HUMAN realm, she mused. The smell was what she noticed first as a confusing and muddled array of unfamiliar scents assaulted her nose. And that was not the only difference. Unlike the vibrant colors of home, the colors of this world seemed dull to her fey eyes. Riona could not see the appeal. This world was a poor substitute for Tir na n-Og. 

After a series of shifts, Neb’s features returned but he continued to hop them from location to location until blessedly stopping beside a tree situated behind a large white two-story house. Riona peeked from behind her cloak's hood. A fey awaited them, his black sword drawn. Standing to his side, a gray horse nuzzled at his belt. His shirt revealed skin that was golden, not blue. There were no warrior tattoos along his arms and his raven hair only reached his shoulders, but the contours of the face were the same as she’d remembered. It was Hueil, but different as Neb had claimed. 

Neb grinned at his brother, his joy evident. He was still in his unseelie form, blue-tinted skin and tattooed, a sword now strapped to his hip.

Shoving at the animal’s shoulder to send it away, Hueil asked, “What are you doing here, Neb?” 

“Brother, I... we,” Neb corrected, “need a place to rest. Just a few hours and we will depart.”

“Who’s the woman.”

“A friend.” 

Hueil's brow pinched, deliberating his sibling’s request. “Shift to the upstairs bedroom on the right. Depart by morning. I cannot bring trouble to this house. You may stay no longer than dawn.” 

Neb offered his hand, and Hueil moved closer to clasp Neb's forearm in a warrior's grip. 

“I will explain to Sinnie,” Hueil said with a sigh.

“Thank you, brother. I promise, we will not be a burden.” 

Riona had remained cloaked and mute during the brothers' exchange. She needed the rest Hueil was willing to afford them and she didn't think his knowing her identity would help secure his aid. 

“Why here, Neb? Why seek me out?” Hueil asked; his initial concern seemingly turning to suspicion. 

She watched Neb wink mischievously and it brought a hidden smile to Riona’s lips. 

“I can always count on you. And it is the last place anyone will look for us,” Neb answered.

“What have you done, brother?” 

“I am only helping a friend; trying to follow my big brother’s example.” 

When Riona felt Hueil study her cloaked form, she remained as still as a statue and willed him not to send them away. 

“Who is she?” 

“It is better you do not know. Trust me, brother. We will go by dawn. You won’t even know we are here.” Neb spoke the lie easily enough.

Hueil shook his head as if he knew it was a bad idea. “Fine. But not a whisper, Neb. You have put me in a spot with Sinnie. She will not like this.”

“I am sorry to cause discord between you and your mate. I would not, but we truly need a safe place to rest.”

“Go. I have your back, as always,” Hueil said dismissing them.

Neb reached for her arm and they shifted again. 

They reappeared a short distance later in their assigned sleeping-chamber; a room with one conservative sized bed, three large windows, and a fireplace flanked by two upholstered chairs. A large but threadbare rug covered most of the wooden floor. The accommodations were better than Riona had expected. The one bed could be a problem, but then she had slept on floors in the past. It was not so bad. At least this one had a rug on it.

“Let me see your hand.” Neb reached for her arm and she passively let him inspect the wound. 

It stung and she gritted her teeth against the unexpected pain as he gently opened her fist. The bark had ripped a chunk out of her palm and some bits of wood still remained. Needing to appear strong in strange surroundings, Riona refused to let Neb know his prodding of her injury hurt. 

“I am sorry. I dinna realize I hurt you.” He sounded genuinely remorseful.

As soon as he released her hand, Riona dropped it down to her side and ignored the throbbing as it worked its way up her arm. “I have had worse.” 

“Let me fetch some water.” He turned from her and left through the room's only door. Beyond was a common passageway and she could see another similarly decorated bedroom directly across the hall. 

“I swear Hueil, if you don’t take your hand off my wrist...” a female voice threatened. 

Riona heard someone... no several someones, coming towards them, traveling up what sounded like a flight of stairs. Now what, she thought slightly panicked. Riona reached for her waning magickal resources and waited until the procession reached the landing.

A redheaded seelie stopped in the doorway, her eyes narrowing. Sinnie. Riona recognized her immediately. Hueil was soon standing behind his mate. 

Sinnie stalked forward into the room. She was dressed strangely, in blue pants and a tight knitted garment as suggestive as anything an unseelie would choose to wear. “Where is my father?” 

Hueil commented from the doorway, “Sin, leave the girl alone. She is exhausted. See how she sways on her feet.” 

Sinnie turned her back on Riona to argue with her mate. At the same time, Neb appeared in the doorway with a bowl and a cloth. He ignored the bickering couple. Striding past the pair, he gently took Riona's elbow and guided her to one of the two chairs. She had yet to remove her cloak or hood; too tired to do much more than let Neb attend to her hand.

“He searches for her. She was supposed to be at Tearmann. What is she doing with Neb?” Sinnie snapped, her finger poking at Hueil’s chest.

“Neb, Sin wants to know why Riona is with you?” Hueil asked, deflecting his mate’s question while looking over Sinnie’s head at his little brother.

Riona held her tongue. She wasn’t about to admit to her initial reaction of the captain's arrival. Her flight had been ill conceived at best. As Neb knelt down in front of her to tend to her hand, Riona was beginning to think she had only succeeded in delaying the inevitable. 

“She doesn’t like the look of the captain nor being handed off...” Neb peeked into the shadows of her hood. “How did you put it?” He chuckled to himself before continuing, “...like a prized pig at a fair,” he loudly restated the objection for the benefit of the room's occupants. Reaching for her hand, he then began cleaning the small wound, taking great pains to be gentle as he removed the bits of bark. 

“My father is a kind, honorable man. You should thank the gods your future lies with him,” Sinnie spat.

“Sin, this is not the time. Let her rest.” Hueil's tone had changed; there was a touch of warning and finality to his words.

“Fine.” Sinnie stomped forward and ripped Riona’s hand out of Neb’s, causing it to bleed anew. Riona eyes teared as the pain stabbed up her arm. 

Laying a palm over the bleeding wound, Sinnie quickly heald the cut with a surge of searing energy from her seelie hand. “There. Rest. But before you run again Riona, you and I will talk.” She released her grip none too gently.

Riona looked up only to see Sinnie’s retreating back and the wisps of dust dancing in the shaft of sunlight left behind by the exiting seelie. 

Hueil wore a sheepish grin and shook his head from side to side in some private observation. He then traded leaning against the doorway for the bedpost at the foot of the bed. “Neb, avoid taking a mate at all cost,” he cautioned jokingly. “Riona, I think you can safely come out from under your cloak.”

Reluctantly she lowered the hood and took the opportunity to study their host more fully. Neb was right, Hueil had changed. The warrior who had escorted her to Tearmann had been full of anger. This fey was nearly jovial. And although a fey could create any glamour he wished, Riona was fairly certain she was seeing Hueil’s true form. Some magick unknown to her had transformed him physically.

“When you have rested, and before you tackle Sinnie by yourself, I suggest you talk with Jen. She may help you see more clearly in this matter,” he told her cryptically. 

“Thank you for this.” Riona indicated the room and respite with a small gesture of her healed but sore hand. 

Hueil just smiled more to himself than to them. “Well, I will leave you.” He stood and walked to the door. “Oh, Neb...” He looked over his shoulder.

“Yes, brother.” Neb had risen off his knee and had taken a seat in the opposite chair. 

“Dinna think of leaving before Sinnie has had her say. You brought this trouble, so I'll be expectin' you to clean it up before you leave.”

Neb and Hueil shared a silent conversation, a nod, a look, a sigh. It ended in an unspoken agreement between the two brothers. She would not be fleeing again without confronting Sel’s daughter. 

Hueil then smiled crookedly and left them alone, closing the door carefully behind him. With his departure, Riona relaxed and her body sagged into the chair's padding.

“You really do look done in. Take the bed, Princess. I will be fine right here. Do you want me to scrounge up some food?”

She smiled weakly at him. He was being so very kind to her. “Thank you, yes.”

“I will be right back.”

“You said that before and an unseelie-dragon-fey came while you were gone,” she teased. 

Neb gave her a lopsided grin, similar to his brother's. “Then I should hurry.” After performing a grand bow solely for her entertainment, Neb turned and left, closing the door behind him. Listening to his fading footsteps as he made his way downstairs, Riona pushed herself up and stumbled to the bed. Without bothering to loosen her bodice or remove her cloak, she sank into the soft mattress and sighed. As soon as her head touched the down filled pillow, she was asleep.
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Chapter 3
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Sel stood at the gates of Tearmann and scanned the distance. Where would she have traveled to and how could he have been so stupid to believe an unseelie would choose to be honorable? “Give me a moment to see my friend off. I will meet you in the gathering hall.” She had stood there and calmly lied to him. He closed his eyes briefly in despair. Riona had taken one look at him and fled. Sel was surprised at her unwillingness to accept him as a suitable substitution for Calcus, but more surprised that her rebuff could touch such an old ache. 

With a shake of his head, he put the disturbing thought out of his mind. His only recourse was to give chase. 

Sel strode forward and inspected the spot where she had been standing. He was under the Queen’s orders to retrieve Riona and cement an agreement between the house of Selgi and hers. This would keep the Unseelie King from reacquiring his daughter. If the King did finally recover Riona, Melwas was likely to create another alliance not in the Seelie Court’s best interest. Riona’s unwillingness to bow to the Queen’s will was not a factor in the equation, just as Sel's wishes weren’t a consideration in his monarch’s decision. 

He knelt and laid his palm over the bent grass. He could feel no residual marker left behind from her folding space. She had not shifted. Would she have stayed in these hazardous mountains? Quite possibly, if her companion were not a true wolf. Sel was now fairly certain the black wolf had been another unseelie, an informant perhaps. By the way the animal had acted, he was willing to protect Riona and even follow her lead. 

Sel unstrapped his sword and placed it on the ground before shapeshifting into the form of a large tawny wolf. He sniffed the air and in turn received an exorbitant amount of information which his wolf nose easily sorted and cataloged. Riona's scent was distinctive, sweet marjoram and nutmeg. Surprisingly, the combination made his mouth water. The other smelled of ash and steel. Definitely a member of the unseelie warrior caste, he thought. Concentrating on the more pleasurable scent of Riona, Sel scanned the area. He worked methodically until he found a fresh trail leading off towards the west. Mouthing the scabbard and sword tightly in his jaws, Sel gave chase.

He traveled as swiftly as he could, the awkward weapon slowing him more than he would have liked. It felt unnatural and awkward in his lupine mouth. Periodically, Sel stopped to sniff the ground and surrounding vegetation to verify he had not lost her trail. The stops also allowed him to rest his aching jaws. 

When a stream hindered him as well, Sel howled with frustration. She had been smart to head for water part of his mind acknowledged, but it forced him to spend precious minutes traveling down river along the bank before Sel realized she had chosen to flee in the opposite direction. Rectifying his mistake, he hastened upstream and found her trail once more. It veered away from the river towards the mountains. 

What could she be thinking? The sporadic caves and recesses hidden in and along the Arach Mountains held more than concealment and possible shelter. When the moon reached its zenith, the dragons would awaken deep within their mountain lairs to begin hunting. Time was against him and panic spurred him on. 

When the first roar erupted over head, Sel slid to a stop and looked skyward. A large male dragon circled high, its dark body temporarily blocking the blanket of stars. It was scanning for movement below as it hunted. An answering call came from behind Sel, somewhere to the south. A lone wolf wouldn't be of interest to the hunting pair, so Sel dashed up the rocky passage. Riona's scent trail was leading him toward the now downwardly spiraling dragon. 

The beast latched onto the side of the cliff just above Sel, talons digging deep into rock. A rain of gravel and stone fell along the path in front of him. Sel scrambled and pressed his wolf’s body close to the mountain face just as a medium sized boulder bounced over his head. When the dragon tucked its wings, Sel stalked forward. He could hear the beast address the occupants. 

Morphing into his true form Sel quietly approached, pausing only to buckle his sword to his hip before climbing the last few feet. Negotiations had been short between the dragon and the occupants. Not a good omen, Sel thought. 

The dragon, having given his warning made ready to depart, but it paused and glanced in Sel’s direction. Knowing he was vulnerable, Sel clung precariously to the mountainside. The dragon made no move to initiate an attack, quite possibly because it could clearly see the Queen’s insignia and rank on his guardsman uniform. 

Unsheathing his sword, Sel pulled himself upward to a place of better footing. Because of his closeness to the Seelie Queen, the dragon might not attack him directly, but Sel didn’t trust the creature to keep to the treaty between their two races and not attack Riona and the one who traveled with her. 

The great beast coiled then pushed from its perch, unearthing more rock and stone, taking much of the ledge with him in an effort to hinder Sel’s progress. 

Sel shifted as the ledge above him fell away. He then reappeared to scramble up the last few inches, sword at the ready. He could not see into the dark interior, but he caught the energy surge needed to shift space and time. Relieved Riona had escaped the immediate danger posed by the dragon, Sel ran to the back of the shelter to follow their trail. 

The energy trail was easier for him to follow than chasing after them in wolf form. If he had been slower or the dragon more determined, they might have escaped him, but Sel had been a tracker before rising to the post of captain. As long as Riona chose this means of flight, he would not lose her. Eventually, he would catch her, and the one who traveled with her. 

If there was a logic to the leaps through space Sel could not discern it. Each location seemed utterly random. More than once the trail doubled back on itself, which might have confused a less experienced tracker. Not once had the pair attempted to move through time, just from location to location. Part of him wondered if this was on purpose. Riona’s escort was making their flight look good, but only just. 

At one point the magickal signature thinned. And when he realized the texture had changed as well, Sel stopped to assess the situation. He was standing beside a stone wall. There was nothing but open fields and dawn was fast approaching. Suspecting the reason for the waning signature, Sel took the time to morph once more into his wolf form. Riona’s energy had waned dramatically and his wolf’s nose could only find the faintest of scents. It was a false trail; Sel was certain. Taking his true form again, he backtracked to find where the false trail had first been initiated. 

He reappeared at the edge of a meadow ringed by forest; on one side a large oak towered above all the rest. He saw
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