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      Peter Duncan stepped through the veil.

      He had never done that before. Despite half a lifetime as a seer guard, despite growing up in a family whose service to the unseelie fae dated back countless generations, despite being good friends with several fae of the clan Moraine, he had never once passed through the invisible barrier between the human realm and the fae.

      Until today.

      As he crossed the magical fence, a border protected by the strongest dark magic around, he clutched the note—the request—the command—tight in his fist. Most people would have turned away in inexplicable terror long before reaching this point. The fear that the veil projected did not affect him as strongly as it would an ordinary human. But it still tickled him. Still urged him to run the other way.

      Duty compelled him forward.

      Your presence is required at the palace. Immediately.

      The note wasn’t signed, but Peter knew it came from the Moraine. He recognized Cathair’s looping script and excessively formal language. The fox stamped into the wax that sealed the note had been a bit of a clue, too, what with that being the clan symbol and all.

      And so he left his post at the sanctuary—immediately—and headed straight for the veil. Of course, Peter had no idea how to find the palace once he got inside, never having been there before, but he was hoping that instinct and an abundance of charm would see him through.

      If Peter was being honest with himself, which he tried never to be, he was more than a little nervous about this call to the palace. It wasn’t only the magic-instilled fear of the veil, either. It was fear of fae wrath. He couldn’t remember doing anything deserving of punishment. But that didn’t mean that the fae hadn’t deemed him guilty of some offense. And he tended to play fast and loose with the policies of the seer guard. Maybe he had crossed a line.

      Fae tended to be fickle creatures who could sometimes change their minds at the whim of the breeze. He’d always had good relations with the Moraine, but he wasn’t taking that for granted.

      Rather than let his worry show on his face, he did what he always did. He smiled.

      What happened next was a blur. One second he was walking toward what looked like a hint of a dirt path in the forest floor, the next he was dangling several inches off the ground with a hand around his throat.

      “Who are you, human?” a rough, female voice demanded.

      Peter tried to speak, but since his throat was currently being crushed by the vice grip of what he could only assume was a fierce fae guard, he couldn’t exactly get the words out.

      “What?” she demanded. “Speak!”

      Peter wrapped his hands around her wrist and tugged—gently, just enough to (hopefully) indicate that he couldn’t speak when she was cutting off his air supply. Whether or not that message actually got through, she dropped him to the ground, spun him to face away from her, and—before he could so much as blink—shoved what felt like a knife blade against the side of his neck.

      “You have precisely three seconds to explain yourself,” she said, “or your blood will nourish the earth beneath your feet.”

      “Is that three seconds from now?” Peter asked. “Or three seconds from when you started talking?”

      “What?”

      The pressure of the blade against his throat eased a little.

      “I just want to make sure I know exactly how long I have. Before, you know, you slice me open and leave me for the maggots.”

      “You are not serious?”

      “I am,” Peter insisted. “Deadly serious, apparently.”

      She made a sort of disgusted sound. But the blade disappeared and Peter felt himself spun back around to face his attacker.

      His jaw dropped.

      She was, in a word, magnificent.

      She was only an inch or so shorter than his own almost six feet. She wore the dark blue of the Morainian Royal Guard, with leather straps criss-crossing her chest to hold various weapons, including a pair of gold-hilted swords at her back. Her hair was long, almost to her waist, in shades from golden blond to mahogany brown, and parts of it were twisted into thin braids that hung loose with the rest of it.

      But it was her eyes that nearly did him in. An unusual mixture of gray and green, like a forest in a thunderstorm.

      He was instantly in love.

      “I think I’m in love.”

      If the scowl on her face was any indication, that only seemed to anger her. “Who are you?”

      “Who are you?” he threw back.

      She started to reach for one of the swords on her back.

      “Whoa, whoa,” he said, holding up his palms in a helpless gesture. “My name is Peter Duncan. I’m a sanctuary guard.”

      Her stormy eyes narrowed. “Yes,” she said, drawing out the word as if it pulled at a memory, “I have seen you.”

      Peter knew he must have seen her, too. All of the unseelie fae spent their la ainmhi in the sanctuary. But since they spent their la ainmhi in animal form, he had never actually seen her.

      He sure as the Everdark would have remembered.

      He tried to imagine what kind of animal such a spectacular young fae would transform into. “What’s your ainmhi?”

      “Why are you here?” she asked, ignoring his question.

      Clearly they weren’t getting anywhere social until he explained his presence.

      He held out the note he’d received from Cathair, the high prince of her clan. “Been invited,” he said. “By the prince himself.”

      Stormy’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      “Not a clue.” Peter shrugged. “But when the prince summons, I don’t question.”

      She handed back his note. Her fingers brushed against his and he could swear he felt a spark race up his arm.

      Then again, that could have been the fae magic. Maybe things were different for a human in the veil. What did he know, never having been before?

      “I have been summoned as well,” she said, and didn’t sound too happy about it.

      “And you don’t know why?” he guessed.

      She shook her head.

      “Well it’s a good thing we ran into each other,” he said, “because, as it happens, I have no idea how to find the palace.”

      She studied him for several seconds—probably still deciding whether she should slit his throat for trespassing—before saying, “Very well. I will lead you.”

      She spun on her heel and started toward the path. He gave himself a mental thumbs up. He had been going the right direction in the first place.

      Still, he didn’t want to lose his only chance to find out more about the new love of his life, or to get led straight to the palace door, so he hurried after her.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” he pointed out as he caught up to her. “What’s your ainmhi?”

      The muscles in her jaw tightened.

      “Not going to tell me, huh?” He stroked his fingers along his chin. “Then I’ll have to guess.”

      She walked faster.

      “I’m feeling...rabbit,” he said, picking something that he thought might annoy her. “You definitely look like the cute and furry type.”

      She gave no indication that she had even heard him.

      So he kept guessing.

      “Or maybe a butterfly,” he suggested. “Something beautiful and fragile.”

      He definitely saw her shoulders stiffen with that one. He was on the right track—oh, not to guessing her animal form when she visited the sanctuary, but to irritating her so much that she would actually speak to him.

      Peter had honed this tactic to an art.

      “Not a butterfly, huh?” He paused, pretending to consider. Then he clapped his hands together. “I’ve got it.”

      Her gaze flicked to the side, giving him the annoyed glared he was looking for.

      Progress.

      “You are…” He grinned, spread his arms wide. “A peacock.”

      He thought for sure that one would get her. A choked laugh maybe, or even an angry dismissal. Something.

      But she didn’t lose her cool. Her strides remained quick and even, and she ignored his bait.

      She was more strong-willed than he expected.

      He liked that.

      “The palace is just ahead,” she said, pointing at a spot down the path where it curved behind a cluster of trees. “I trust you can find the way yourself.”

      Then, before he could even process her words, she was gone. Nothing but a blur of speed.

      “Wait,” he called after her, “I don’t even know your name.”

      But only silence answered him. He was entirely alone in the forest. He quickened his pace, hoping he could find her again at the palace. There was something about her that tickled his interest, and he found himself wanting to know more about her—everything about her.

      There weren’t many girls who could withstand his most charming—some would call them exasperating—efforts. There was something special about this one. And he wanted to find out what.

      After he found out why he’d been called to the palace, he would have to investigate. Surely Cathair would know her. Hopefully the prince could provide some clues.
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