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  Hensley


  
    R

  


  ain streaked my small window, flowing sideways with the wind. Despite the chill, I wore jean shorts and a tank top, my long brown hair pulled up in a ponytail. Midnight blue polish coated my nails, flashing like bruises at the ends of my fingertips.


  Heavy metal blasted from my earbuds. An angry melody. Angry words. The wailing voices made up my daily anthem.


  My bedroom was a joke: walls plastered with posters of actors and musicians I used to crush on; crystals dangling in front of the window to reflect rainbows whenever the Seattle sun happened to come out; and a bookshelf lined with dusty dance trophies.


  I lay on top of my old pink bedspread on a daybed with hard springs. Stuffed animals crowded me while I gazed into the cramped confines of my room, music screaming in my ears.


  As I scanned the room yet again, like an endless searchlight spinning through the fog atop a lighthouse, I noticed a poster that hadn’t been there before. A picture of a castle, sharp spires poking into the sky.


  Weird.


  Maybe I’m high.


  The castle had an ominous look, as though it were a weapon poised to rocket into the heavens and rip paradise apart.


  The front door slammed shut down the hall, sending a shock wave of terror through my mind that screamed louder than the heavy metal. My gaze flew to my bedroom door only to find it missing from its hinges. The music stopped playing as though my stepfather’s presence had sucked the batteries from my phone. Only, I didn’t have my phone. Somehow it had moved across my room to the nightstand and my earbuds had disappeared. Silence weighed heavy from every corner and pressed down from the ceiling before Doug filled the frame with his lanky body and oily smile.


  He stared down at me and sneered. “Lazing around as usual.”


  I sat up and hugged my arms around my middle. “I was taking a break,” I said defensively.


  “A break from what? Doing nothing? Sitting around?” Doug sniffed the air. “Have you been smoking in here?”


  “No!” I cried. I wouldn’t be that stupid.


  As he stepped into my bedroom I could almost feel his boot crushing down on me.


  “Give me your phone,” he demanded.


  “Why?” I cried in outrage.


  “Don’t make me repeat myself.”


  I glanced at my nightstand where my phone was charging. Following the movement of my eyes, Doug sprang to action. I tried to beat him to it, but he was already on his feet and had the advantage. He ripped the phone from the charging cord.


  I scrambled off my bed and onto my feet, yelling, “Give it back!”


  Doug held it just out of reach, jamming the home button with his thumb. He glared at the screen then snarled at me.


  “What’s your password?”


  “It’s private!” Angry tears pricked behind my eyelids.


  “I pay for your phone, so you will tell me the password.”


  “My mom pays for it,” I answered in a sassy tone that earned me a slap on the face.


  It stung, but it hadn’t been followed by another or worse, a fist.


  With his free hand, Doug clutched my phone. “Let’s see if I can guess your password. Let’s try whore.” My insides twisted as Doug poked the screen with his finger. “No? How about slut? Not that one either. Maybe a number? Sixty-nine. I’m sure you know all about that position, running around with a new boy every week.”


  “I do not!”


  Doug slapped me again.


  Tears spilled over. I didn’t care about the sting on my cheeks. I hated Doug for hitting me in the first place, for saying all those horrible things, for barging into my small sanctuary.


  Striking me barely interrupted his cruel speech.


  “I know,” he said, his voice lifting. He looked me dead in the eyes as he said, “Zero. Zero. Zero. Zero. Because that’s what you are, Hensley—a whole lot of nothing. A loser. A useless waste of space.”


  The world turned red. My ears rang as pressure built inside me.


  “You’re the loser!” The words burst through my lips like steam from a whistling teakettle. “You can’t even keep a job for more than three days.”


  The room seemed to dip with turbulence and tilt to one side. I almost expected my bed and dresser to go skidding and crash into the wall, but everything remained in place. When I next noticed Doug, it looked as though cracks were forming over his reddened face.


  He threw my phone on the floor and crushed it beneath his boot before raining down blows over me. My head pounded with each hit. He didn’t put his full strength into it. Not yet. I tried to run from my room, but he grabbed me and swung me around.


  I caught sight of the castle poster, and the oddest thought went through my mind.


  I could have been queen.


  Laughter burbled up my throat.


  Doug’s fingers dug into my arm, squeezing straight down to my bones. “What’s so damn funny?”


  I tried to tell him, but the absurdity of it made me laugh harder. I couldn’t stop the hilarity from pouring out.


  His fist flew at my face.


  Crack!


  On impact, I jerked awake, yelping and grasping my face, but there was no blood or broken bones. No Doug. No physical pain at all.


  My breath came out in shallow bursts, my heart racing as I awoke. It had been a dream. A nightmare. An unwelcome memory.


  “Where is he? Who dares intrude on my queen-to-be’s slumber?” a menacing male voice demanded.


  Liri Elmray, King of Dahlquist, stood in all his naked Fae glory glowering around my dark chamber. How had he gotten here so quickly? Then it came back to me. He’d fallen asleep in my bed. Now he stood against the edge looking into the space in front of me.


  “Who is here?” he snarled. “Where is the dream caster who attacks you? Describe him to me.”


  My breathing was so heavy I couldn’t answer immediately. I clutched my blanket in my fists.


  “There’s no one here,” I finally managed.


  Liri studied the space in front of me dubiously. “You were yelling and covering your face with your hands.”


  “It was a nightmare.” One I wanted to forget as quickly as possible. I’d tried to banish all thoughts of my former life from my waking hours, but sometimes they slipped through my defenses at night.


  A tight frown formed over Liri’s lips. “Nightmare.” He repeated the word as though it were foreign. “Are you quite certain?”


  I relaxed my hold on the blanket and nodded slowly. “In the dream, I was . . . back home. On Earth.”


  Liri scowled. “That is not your home. Dahlquist is.”


  “The best home I’ve ever known,” I agreed.


  Liri’s gaze softened. He slipped back under the covers and pulled me against him, wrapping me in his strong, lean arms. I rested my head on his warm chest and listened to the steady beat of his heart, which seemed to say, “You are not alone,” over and over.


  I treasured these moments when it was just the two of us, wrapped up in one another, not needing to speak at all. Who would have known that Liri liked to cuddle?


  “I love you, Liri,” I said softly.


  Liri stroked my head. “Do you really, dearest Hensley?”


  “You could compel me to tell the truth,” I suggested.


  Liri continued his measured strokes, his fingers sliding through my hair, sending tingles of pleasure to my scalp. His hand stilled. “I will never compel you again,” he said with conviction. “You have my word, and once given it can never be broken.”


  My heart leaped inside my chest.


  He loves me. I half expected/half hoped he would confirm my sentiments.


  “You are to be queen, and no queen should ever be compelled,” he said instead.


  The anticipation inside my chest deflated. I tried to quell the disappointment flooding over me.


  Actions speak louder than words, I reminded myself.


  He could have made love to me then retired to his own chambers after we’d finished, but he always held me afterward and often stayed through the night, rising early to get dressed in his private quarters next door. And though I’d shown no signs of being with child in our two months together, he was patient, saying he’d rather we were married first.


  I hoped it wouldn’t take long.


  I feared being barren. What if five years of Fae food and wine had messed with my reproductive functions? What if Liri had changed his mind about having children and somehow made me infertile?


  “So quiet. What are you thinking about?” Liri murmured over my head.


  “My king—” I started then stopped.


  Liri straightened in bed, turning my chin to face him. His eyes reflected like silvery moonlight.


  “My king?” he asked gravely.


  I saw the confusion in the pinch of his brows. In private, I always called him by his given name. I pressed my lips together, not wanting to finish my sentence. I was going to ask whether it would be wiser to wait until we were sure I was capable of bearing children before proceeding with the wedding ceremony, but the words clogged in my throat. Liri had killed his own father to become king. He told me it was for his own safety, but what if he felt a child of his own would one day threaten his life and throne? Was Liri capable of ending his own offspring?


  A shiver ran through me.


  Sensing my emotion, Liri wrapped his arm around me. “What is it, dearest Hensley?” he coaxed. “Tell me what you want.”


  You. Your love. A happy, healthy family, and for us all to be safe.


  A vision of Doug’s jeering face appeared in my mind like a bad omen. Happiness was a fragile, fleeting thing. I’d been happy before my mother married Doug. How long before something or someone came along to destroy my happiness in Faerie? Maybe I was selfish for wanting it in the first place. Maybe I should have kept my place as a grateful servant to the realm. Who did I think I was to wear a crown?


  Liri leaned in closer, awaiting my request.


  “Free Aerith,” I said, imploring him as I had every week since she was moved to Ravensburg with the new queen, Liri’s twin sister, Teryani. Perhaps this time he would grant my wish.


  Guilt of Aerith’s imprisonment weighed on me daily. Unlike me, she had a happy home and family to return to and, more importantly, a mysterious lover whose child she carried.


  At least I’d managed to turn Liri’s attention away from her. Now I wanted him to release her.


  “Very well.”


  Stunned, I twisted around to get a better look at Liri. “Really?” I asked in disbelief.


  Liri shrugged. “If Aerith wishes to return to the elven realm, she’s free to do so . . . after our wedding.”


  The wedding ceremony was in less than a week. Aerith would be home in no time.


  I threw my arms around Liri’s neck and kissed his smooth, pale cheek.


  “Thank you, my love. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”


  He chuckled, which seemed to make his eyes shine brighter.


  “So easy to please,” he said with an amused grin.


  “Such a kind, benevolent king,” I teased, my smile widening.


  “There is no such thing,” Liri said, throwing back the covers. “I am greedy for you, dearest. My desire will never fade. My need will never end. I am Fae. I am king. I will always want you.”


  My throat went dry as I processed his words. Long, white silky hair spilled over his shoulders, brushing his muscled chest. My gaze slid down his body, resting on the arousal between his legs.


  “How may I please you?” I asked breathlessly.


  Liri’s eyes sparked with desire. “Remove your nightgown.”


  My fingers pulled at the silky hem above my knees, happy to obey.


  He wanted me. But I wanted him more.
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  Once we’d dressed, Liri escorted me from the south wing of the palace to his family’s private dining room. His twin guards, Galather and Folas, followed us.


  Liri was usually punctual about mealtime, but today we’d lingered in one another’s arms.


  His two sisters and younger brother sat waiting at the table with pinched faces, not masking their irritation.


  “The king has arrived. You may serve breakfast now,” Sarfina snapped at the nearest footman.


  The footman, a sharply dressed Fae with long brown hair tied in a ribbon behind his back, merely nodded and walked from the room.


  Liri and I parted ways, each headed for opposite ends of the table. Folas followed Liri, and Galather followed me.


  As I passed Sarfina’s chair, she lowered her voice for only Galather and me to hear. “Still not with child?” she jeered, pointing her pert nose at my smooth belly.


  Ignoring her, I lifted my head as though she were beneath my notice. Sarfina was a nasty blonde-haired harpy. Marrying Liri had its disadvantages, like having Sarfina for a sister-in-law. I couldn’t imagine she’d ever be a doting aunt.


  If I ever had a child that is.


  I resisted the urge to run a hand down the front of my silky blue gown. Galather pulled my chair out for me. I thanked him as I sat. Liri took his seat last, sending a smile over the table like a sunbeam.


  “Good morning, sisters. Brother.”


  Ryo gave the barest nod, a faraway look in his eyes while staring at the table as though it held pictures on it that only he could see. Sarfina studied the tips of her nails.


  “Good morning, brother,” Jastra sang out, leaning forward. Vibrant waves of bright blue hair cascaded over her shoulders and brushed against the edge of the table.


  Liri beamed at her. Jastra did not extend her greeting to me, but at least she hadn’t said or done anything outright vicious. She behaved as though I didn’t exist at all.


  Mini egg-and-cheese soufflés were set before us, alongside plates of sausage, roasted pepper, golden crumpets, and creamed spinach sprinkled with slivered almonds.


  Without another word, we all picked up our forks and dug in.


  Eating was always better than conversation.


  Halfway through breakfast, Ryo set his flute of fizzy blood orange juice down heavily. “May I ride into town today?”


  “No,” Liri answered as he cut into a sausage.


  Ryo scowled. “It’s Fable Week. Shouldn’t someone from our family be present to observe?”


  “What is Fable Week?” I asked.


  Liri huffed. “An annoying tradition my great-great-grandfather started ages ago to entertain the citizens of Dahlquist. It gives the performers an opportunity to lie.”


  “There are plays?” I asked, sitting up in my seat.


  Liri nodded and returned to his sausage.


  “It sounds fun,” I said.


  Liri frowned. “It’s not, I assure you.”


  “It’s loads of fun,” Ryo said. “Last year they had mock battles with Fae dressed up in full battle gear. They brought all kinds of exotic creatures, including a cyclops, a thunderbird, and a griffin, which Cirrus let me ride.”


  Liri narrowed his eyes at Ryo. “Well, I’m not Cirrus.”


  “You can say that again,” Sarfina said beneath her breath.


  “What was that?” Liri’s booming voice gave my heart a jolt.


  Rather than back down, Sarfina sat up taller and turned her blonde head toward Liri. “Why don’t you admit the real reason you don’t leave the castle? You’re afraid.”


  A rash of color filled Liri’s face. His voice was chilly and low when he spoke next. “I am the one to be feared.”


  Sarfina snorted.


  Liri glanced behind me. “Galather, remove her from my sight.”


  The blond-haired giant swiftly moved from my side to Sarfina’s, dragging her by one arm out of her seat. She screeched and tried to slap him, but he seized her wrist as easily as a fly caught in a spider’s web.


  “Until you learn to be respectful, you will eat alone in your rooms,” Liri said calmly.


  Sarfina twisted from one side to another as Galather forced her toward the dining room doors.


  “I’d rather eat with the pigs than you!” Sarfina screamed.


  “You belong with the pigs. You certainly know how to squeal,” Liri returned, a smirk lifting his lips.


  Her eyes thinned to slits. “You bastard! You murderer! You—” Her last insult was cut short by Galather’s hand as it clamped over her lips, and he dragged her from the room.


  Their shuffled footsteps faded in seconds. Liri wore a bland expression, but his fingers curled over the table. We all sat for several more seconds in silence before Jastra picked up her fork and said, “Finally, some peace and quiet.”


  Liri nodded and grabbed his flute of bubbling juice. I feared he might break it the way his knuckles whitened as he gripped the glass stem. When he met my gaze, his fingers appeared to loosen.


  I swallowed before asking, “Is it unsafe to leave the castle?”


  “You need not ever worry about our safety, dear Hensley.”


  In his tone and expression, I saw not arrogance but full belief and conviction. He believed himself invincible. I couldn’t decide whether to feel relief or more worry still.


  “Dahlquist Castle is like a city unto itself. There is no reason to leave,” Liri stated.


  “But what of your people?” I wondered aloud. “Would it not reassure them to see you among them, especially with the changes in leadership here and in Ravensburg?”


  Jastra actually looked at me then, her eyes widening.


  Liri pressed his lips together. “Hmm. Perhaps,” he said evenly.


  “I would very much like to see your kingdom,” I pressed. “I’ve never been outside these stone walls.”


  As a servant, I’d never expected to step outside the castle. After rescuing me from Earth, Cirrus had offered me a position as one of his personal maids, lessening my duties after we became lovers before elevating my status as his bride’s lady-in-waiting—one of the best days of my life. Second best now.


  Liri studied me a moment before saying, “Our kingdom.” He was quiet for several more seconds. “Do you feel trapped here, dear Hensley?”


  I shook my head. “Not at all. The opposite. I love Dahlquist so much I would like to see more of it and its citizens.” My smile faltered. “But only if it’s safe.”


  “If you are by my side, then you are safe.” Liri puffed up his chest. He slid a gaze toward Ryo, who speared his last bite of soufflé and shoved it in his mouth, swallowing after a single chew. A slow smile lifted Liri’s cheeks. “Very well, the four of us shall attend the Fable Festival.”


  Ryo’s head jerked up. “Really?” A bright sort of hopefulness lit up his face. In his moment of pure, unbridled excitement, I could almost gloss over the dreadful behavior he’d displayed during our brief engagement. He was still young. Perhaps, with time, he’d become a dutiful brother-in-law—or a respectful one at the very least.


  “But not Sarfina,” Liri stated.


  Nobody lifted a brow at her exclusion.


  Jastra cleared her throat. “Are you sure, brother?”


  “We will go armed, of course.”


  “Of course,” Jastra repeated carefully.


  “It will be good to get out of the castle,” Liri continued, his eyes moving back to me. “You will love this place even more once you’ve stepped away.”


  One of Liri’s numerous footmen walked in with measured steps, coming to a smooth stop several feet from the king.


  “Your Majesty, your sister, the queen of Ravensburg, has sent a messenger with a note for you,” he conveyed in a dignified tone. “She requests a response at your earliest convenience.”


  Liri set his linen napkin on the table and stood. “I shall hear Teryani’s message in the library. Wait for me there.”


  The footman nodded and left the dining room. With slow deliberate movements, Liri strolled around the table until he reached my side. My pulse quickened as he leaned closer, lips practically brushing my ear.


  “Wait for me in your chamber. I want to see you in nothing but black silk when I return.”


  Heat rushed between my thighs, rippling inward, making me sway in my seat. Liri’s eyes brightened, and his lips puckered when he smiled. He pressed a kiss to my temple then walked away. My eyes followed his every step until Liri left the room, leaving it cooler than it had been seconds before.


  “Don’t even think about it, Ryo. She is off limits now.”


  Jastra’s warning dragged me away from my haze.


  I looked at Ryo, but his expression was schooled, bored even. I’d missed whatever gaze Jastra had seen on his face.


  “Unlike my brother, I have no interest in a human,” he informed his sister in a haughty tone.


  I took no offense. I’d rather he have no designs on me. It didn’t surprise me one bit given his behavior during our sham of an engagement ball when he’d all but sprinted across the room to escape me.


  Run, Ryo. Run. I never had any interest in you either.


  “But what of an elf?” Jastra asked, resting one arm on the table. “Do you miss having Aerith around?”


  I narrowed my eyes, but Jastra and Ryo were back to ignoring me.


  “Not especially,” Ryo said with a shrug. “I imagine she’s gotten rather fat by now.”


  Jastra burst into laughter, clutching her stomach as she did. “Oh, Ryo. You are too cruel,” she said with wicked delight.


  My fingers balled into fists. If I had the power of compulsion, I’d make Jastra smash her plate over her teal head and smear her leftover eggs through her gleaming tresses.


  A smile lit up Ryo’s face. It wasn’t wicked, as I’d expected, but something more hopeful, like a child seeking a parent’s approval. I might have felt a twist of sympathy for Ryo if he hadn’t just insulted Aerith.


  I knew what was coming next, even if he didn’t. Jastra only doted on one brother.


  As her laughter faded, she leaned forward, the tops of her breasts forming half moons above the low neckline of her gossamer gown. “And what of Aerith’s sister, the mouthy redhead?”


  “Melarue?” Ryo asked uncertainly. “What of her?”


  “Was she more to your liking? Do you lust after elves as Cirrus did?”


  I was surprised to see Ryo’s cheeks turn red.


  “Why are you blushing, Ryo?” Jastra asked with a mean little laugh. She tossed her teal curls over one shoulder. “Perhaps she will return when Aerith gives birth. Can you wait that long? There’s always dreamscaping—or more permanent methods.”


  I narrowed my eyes, but it was nothing compared to the glare Ryo shot at his sister.


  “I am not like Liri. I would never kidnap a female. I suppose it was the only option for a prick like him.”


  “Careful, Ryo,” Jastra hissed. “That is the king you are insulting.”


  Ryo shrugged, his cheeks returning to normal. “At least he listens to the human.”


  Hot rage prickled and burned up my spine. “The human is sitting right here. And she’s going to be your sister and queen.” Great, now they had me speaking about myself in the third person.


  “Ugh. Don’t remind us,” Jastra said with a huff and an eye roll.


  Ryo leveled his dark brown eyes at me. “You’re not our sister or queen yet.”


  “Is that a threat?” I demanded. My voice rose higher than I expected.


  Jastra pressed the tips of her fingers together with a gleeful grin. “Indeed? Is it, Ryo? Are you threatening your former fiancée?”


  My lip curled. Ryo’s eyes expanded, and for a moment, a look of bafflement overcame his features as though shocked I could find him as disagreeable as he found me.


  He shook his head, eyes refocusing on mine. “It’s not me you have to worry about.” I slid a look Jastra’s way. “Nor her,” he told me. “After the stunt she pulled with Aerith, Jastra won’t risk Liri’s wrath again.”


  “Sarfina?” I asked.


  “I’d worry more about our cousins.” Ryo pressed his lips together in a grim line.


  A vision of a tall raven-haired male in a snarling wolf mask entered my mind. I couldn’t forget Liri’s sneering cousin Malon if I tried.


  Jastra gave a very unladylike grunt. “Albedo is no match for Liri.”


  “Who is Albedo?” I asked.


  “The eldest of our Elmray cousins. Has my brother told you nothing?” Jastra snapped.


  At least we were having a conversation. This was an improvement, no matter how snippy she behaved.


  Ryo stood up, stretched, and yawned. When he was finished, he pressed his arm against the top of his chair’s back.


  “Well, I hope for all our sakes we remain safe, because if they get to Liri, I’m next.” Ryo pushed away from his chair and strolled out of the dining room as though he hadn’t just announced his impending doom.


  I scowled at his disappearing back. “King Liri should not be underestimated.”


  He’d foiled two attempts on his life before—by three of his own brothers. He could handle some miscreant cousins from afar.


  “For once, we are in agreement,” Jastra stated, gathering her hair over one shoulder. “Though there is no reason to throw caution into the wind.” Her eyes zeroed in on me. “Why are you so keen to attend Fable Week? What kind of game are you playing?”


  I placed both of my arms on the table and leaned forward. “I am not Fae. I do not play games.”


  Jastra rolled her eyes. “Right, because humans are such bastions of goodwill and honesty.” She snorted derisively, leaning back in her chair.


  “There is nothing truer than my love for Liri and my goodwill toward this family,” I said, my body shaking with emotion. “Given your family upbringing, I can see how that would be hard for you to believe.”


  “Try impossible,” Jastra said. Despite her response, her tone was light.


  A smile spread over my cheeks. “You never know, Jastra. Maybe one day you’ll realize you actually like me. It happened to your brother. It could happen to you.”


  Her responding scowl made me laugh.


  “That, human, will never happen.” Jastra pushed back from the table and strode out of the room.


  “Liri used to call me human too,” I called after her.


  And now he called me dearest. I didn’t expect such sentiments from Jastra, but maybe, just maybe, one day we could be friends. For now, I’d settle for sisters.
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  Melarue


  
    F

  


  resh mountain air filled my lungs as the chairlift carried Devdan and me up Mount Alyeska in Girdwood, Alaska. Our snowboards looked as though they were sailing slowly over the treetops like long, misshapen frisbees.


  Devdan leaned forward, gripping the metal bar with his gloved fingers as he took a better look at the steep drop in the snow-covered trail below. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” he asked.


  “Heck, yeah!” I tried not to bounce on the seat too much. “We took lessons. Plus, you know, we’re awesome.”


  Two weeks ago, we’d been surfing in Australia’s Byron Bay. We’d rocked the waves. So, snow . . . no problem!


  Devdan leaned back and glanced sideways at me. “Yeah, four lessons from the middle of the mountain. Maybe we should have done a few more runs before heading to the very top.”


  Before I could tell Devdan to chill, movement caught my attention as a male with yellow hair swished down the slope below. Powder flew up around his board at every sharp turn. He flew straight down the drop with the grace of a swan.


  I turned sideways on the lift’s hard bench and grinned.


  “See? Just do what that guy did.”


  “Yeah, easy,” Devdan said sarcastically. He looked down and frowned.


  “Tell you what,” I said with a grin. “I’ll give you a kiss after we reach the bottom of the mountain.”


  Devdan snorted. “Nice try. I want my kiss before I die, and if we make it to the bottom, I want a hot cocoa with marshmallows.” He scooted closer, pressing his thigh against mine.


  When I met Devdan’s stare, he raised his brows.


  My smile widened. He was so dang cute. We’d already coupled countless times during our two months of travel in the mortal realm, yet he continued to treat each kiss as a treasure he wished to steal. I wondered how long this feeling would last. The love-dove stage was just that, a passing phase. Allow it to run its course, and eventually it would turn into humdrum ducks sticking to one particular pond as life moved along. I would not become a duck!


  But for now . . .


  I leaned into Devdan and pressed my lips to his, calling forth warmth to heat our kiss. He pressed into me, our puffy ski jackets brushing together. Our cold noses rubbed. I called forth my elemental magic to send more heat to my face. At least I thought I did, but Devdan was definitely helping with the fire of his kiss.


  Loud whoops erupted from the chair behind us.


  I broke off the kiss to yell, “You’re welcome!” over my shoulder.


  In the chair in front of us an older dude and younger girl wearing a pink hat with a white pom-pom turned around to see what the commotion was about. I waved to them, and the girl smiled and waved back.


  Humans were both obnoxious and friendly—way more fun to be around than the sneaky Fae. My only complaint was that I wanted to meet more of the planet’s paranormal community, but they seemed to be pretty well hidden unless you happened to be in the know—which we weren’t. Devdan and I had been transported directly from Faerie to Earth, not knowing anyone in this realm. And we traveled from one place to another so frequently that we never got a chance to immerse ourselves in the local community and ask around. The only otherworldly element I’d managed to pick up on was outposts for communicating with other realms. Oddly enough, it was independent bookshops that had ties to the netherworlds. I had only to ask one of the clerks if they had a book called Harry Potter and the Outer Realms. They either knew what I was talking about immediately or gave me an odd look before locating a more senior staff member to deal with me. Nearly always I could find a clerk who would offer to place a hold and ask for my information. That was when I handed over my pre-addressed postcard. Pretty nifty—as long as they really were getting to my sister in Pinemist.


  I missed Aerith, but I was in no rush to return to the elven realm. I had a long to-do list to get through. Devdan wasn’t in any hurry to meet the supernaturals of the human realm. I think he was just concerned I’d find some sexy shifters to tempt me away with their animal magnetism. After we got through my list, I wanted to take a deeper look into the supernatural communities. Hopefully I’d have time before Aerith gave birth. I was not missing that! The pyramids weren’t going anywhere. The birth of my niece or nephew, on the other hand, was a once-in-a-lifetime moment. Aunt Mel was going to be there on day one!


  Aerith was around twelve weeks pregnant. By my calculations, that gave Devdan and me another five to five-and-a-half months of travel adventures. As promised, I’d been sending Aerith postcards from every place we visited. She was unable to send any back, which was fine. What would she have to say?


  “Pregnant in Pinemist. Playing campaigne with Jhaeros and drinking sweetberry tea to pass the time.”


  Yep, that was about it.


  A cold rush of wind blasted over my nose and cheeks as the chairlift rose over another tower and approached the terminal at the summit.


  “Top of the mountain,” Devdan said with a grim voice.


  I zeroed my focus on the mound of snow where the man and his daughter got off the lift ahead of us.


  Once we reached it, we pushed off the chair, down the slope and to the left, positioning our boards sideways as we stopped to take in the mountain—now BELOW us.


  “Wicked,” I breathed.


  Devdan winced. “Hot cocoa with marshmallows,” he said firmly, as though it had become his mantra.


  The corners of my lips shot up. “Let’s do this!” I tipped my snowboard down the mountain as I said the last word.


  Arctic wind rushed over my cheeks and tore at my fleece hat. I felt alive like I never had back in Pinemist or Sweetbell. Elves weren’t big skiers or surfers, but we did like our weapons tournaments.


  I guess I wasn’t your typical elf. I liked a rush. Any kind of rush.


  I flew over my first jump, my braided red hair lifting with me. The snow had a thin layer of ice over it and made crunching sounds as I cut across the slope. Hopefully Devdan could keep up. I had to keep my eyes forward to navigate the steep trail.


  Down, down, down, I flew—the wind rushing by me. I felt fully awake. Energized. Invigorated. Like the queen of the mountain.


  The trail dipped and turned here and there but mostly it plunged. I couldn’t bring myself to stop and lose the feeling of unadulterated freedom. The snowy slopes urged me on, my board gliding below my thick boots. I managed to get a glimpse of Devdan behind me and was thrilled to see him keeping up.


  At the bottom of the final mound, I came to a smooth stop, turned to look up the mountain I’d just conquered, and yelled, “Radical!”


  Coming to a stop beside me, Devdan chuckled. “Want to do it again?” he asked.


  My jaw dropped. “What about hot cocoa with marshmallows?”


  He shrugged. “I could do another run down the mountain first.”


  I launched myself at him, no easy feat with my boots buckled into my board. Luckily, Devdan caught me as I crashed into his chest, arms circling his neck. I kissed his cheeks and leaned back.


  “You’re the best! Have I told you you’re the best?”


  The skin around his eyes crinkled when he laughed. “I love you, too, Mel.”


  “Hey! That’s not what I said.”


  “Maybe not, but it’s what I heard.” The scamp’s smile widened.


  Way to ruin the moment.


  “Are you trying to piss me off?” I demanded.


  Devdan wrinkled his nose. “I wish you wouldn’t use that expression. What does piss have to do with being angry?”


  “No idea. That’s what makes it so much fun to say.” I smirked.


  “Fine,” he said. “I’ll stick with being the best—for now.”


  Rolling my eyes, I bent down to unbuckle my boots. Devdan did the same, and together we carried our snowboards to the line for the chairlift.


  We spent the slow ride up the mountain recapping the awesome run we’d done from the top. After I suggested trying a double black diamond, Devdan went gushy on me again, answering, “You know I’d follow you anywhere.”


  I screwed up my face and stuck out my tongue at him. Devdan leaned forward and licked my tongue.


  “Ew!” I cried out, quickly closing my mouth.


  Devdan’s shoulders shook with laughter. “That’s not what you said earlier.”


  “Let’s focus on skiing, not smooching,” I answered.


  “Sure. We can save the kissy stuff for later. Tonight. In our hotel room.” Devdan’s eyebrows lifted, and he smiled suggestively.


  “First, you have to survive the double black diamond,” I said in a taunting voice.


  “Oh, I have plenty of motivation.”


  “More than hot cocoa?”


  “More than hot cocoa,” Devdan said in a husky voice that warmed my belly without the use of fire magic.


  “More than marshmallows?” I pressed.


  “More than hot cocoa and marshmallows.”


  His smile was impossible to resist. I leaned into him, our lips touching and said, “Should we give the fools behind us another show?”


  Devdan answered with a kiss.


  Two hours later, we propped our snowboards onto outdoor ski racks and clomped into the resort’s café. The building at the base of the main chairlift was large and bustling with families and groups of friends warming up with hot beverages and snacking on junk food like nachos, tater tots, and pizza.


  Devdan and I waited in line to order our instant powdered cocoas. The hot chocolate at the lodge tasted way better, but I didn’t want to waste time riding the chairlift over and back when there were still a couple hours of daylight left.


  Paper cups in hand, Devdan and I found a table near the big windows and sat down.


  “I thought I was going to wipeout after jumping one of those cliff edges,” Devdan said. He blew on his cocoa.


  “You were awesome,” I replied.


  “So were you.”


  “We both totally rocked it.”


  “Totally.”


  We grinned at one another then blew on our cocoas before taking a sip. As the warm, watery mixture slid down my throat, a stiff, male voice spoke from the edge of our table.


  “Pardon me, are these seats taken?”


  What the pit? There were empty chairs all around us. And who spoke with such airs in a noisy ski café?


  I turned in my seat, my jaw dropping as I looked up at the tall elf looming over our table. Jhaeros Keasandoral. My brother-in-law. At least, I assumed he was now officially family. After parting ways in Faerie, I’d lost all track of what Aerith and Jhaeros were up to.


  “What . . .?” I couldn’t even finish my sentence.


  Jhaeros smirked at my look of shock. He wore a dark gray peacoat with a short black scarf and stylish knit black hat covering the tips of his ears.


  “Hey, you two!” Aerith called out cheerfully as she stepped over to his side. Unlike boring old Jhaeros, my sister wore a puffy pink jacket and fluffy white earmuffs. Her fingerless gloves had unicorns on them.


  My mouth hung open. Why were they here? Had something happened? From their glowing faces, it didn’t look like there was any big emergency back home. And it was way too early for the baby.


  “What are you doing here?” I finally managed to ask. “How did you even find us?”


  “I got your postcard,” Aerith said as she reached into her coat pocket and pulled out a glossy rectangle of paper. She held the photo in front of my face. “It says, ‘Wish you were here,’ so here we are!” She pointed at the swooping script that had come preprinted on the picture of mountains, including the resort’s name.


  “That’s just nonsense humans print on their postcards,” I explained. “They don’t really wish you were here. It’s more like you wish you were here.”


  “Well, I don’t have to wish. I am here.” Aerith bounced on the balls of her feet and slipped the postcard back inside her pocket.


  Jhaeros pulled back the plastic chair beside me for Aerith. Once she’d scooted in, he took a seat beside Devdan, who looked as though he was fighting back a grimace. Yeah, couldn’t say I was thrilled either. We didn’t want chaperones.


  “What have you two been up to? Tell me everything,” Aerith said as she rested her unicorn-gloved hands on the table. At least Jhaeros didn’t try to dress her, unlike a certain Fae king I didn’t care to think about.


  Devdan pursed his lips while I searched my mind. There was so much I wanted to share with Aerith—and so much I didn’t. I needed time to sort it all out.


  “Why don’t we catch you up at dinner?” I glanced out the window. “There are only a couple more hours of natural daylight remaining.”


  “Are the two of you snowboarding?” Devdan asked dubiously.


  I looked at Jhaeros and raised a brow. He looked ready for a winter fashion runway show more than a ski slope. Catching my gaze, Jhaeros sat up taller.


  “We did a little cross-country skiing earlier,” he answered.


  I groaned.


  “Jhaeros didn’t mind it, but I got bored.” Aerith grinned across the table. “We switched to sledding, which is so much fun! Have you two been sledding?”


  I wrinkled my nose. “Sledding’s for kids.”


  Aerith shook her blonde head. “It’s for all ages. I saw men and women older than I am engaged in the activity, alongside children.”


  “Exactly. Parents. Families.”


  Aerith shrugged. “I’m going to be a parent soon. Plus, it’s fun.”


  I gulped my cocoa down and glanced out the window.


  Aerith chuckled. “Don’t let us hold you up, Mel. Why don’t you meet us in the swimming pool later?”


  Jhaeros wrinkled his nose. “Does that mean I have to put on those deplorable rubber ears?”


  Devdan and I were lucky we’d had our pointed ears glamoured to look round and human before leaving Faerie.


  “It means you get to see me in a bikini.” Aerith flashed him a smile and a wink.


  “Should you be wearing a bikini in your condition?” I asked.


  Aerith lifted her nose. “Why shouldn’t I? I’ve only recently begun to show. Who wouldn’t want to see my cute little baby bump?” She rubbed her belly, which did look rather smooth even through the layers of winter gear.


  Jhaeros coughed into his fist.


  “Sure, sounds good,” I said, scooting my chair back. “Ready, Dev?”


  “Yep.” He grabbed his cocoa, still two-thirds full but marshmallows gone, and we said our see you soons to Aerith and Jhaeros.


  After dumping our cocoas in the trash, I leaned into Devdan and whispered, “Should we make a run for it?”


  He chuckled and pressed against me. “I’m game. I heard Aspen’s great.”


  “So tempting.” I sighed. “Aerith’s been through enough stress all ready. Let’s just hope they don’t want to tag along with us when we head to Hawaii.”


  “Well, she did pack a bikini,” Devdan said.


  I groaned as we pushed through the café’s glass doors.


  There was a time not long ago that I would have loved to travel with my sister, but I didn’t want this to turn into a couples vacation—always having to check in and meet up at specific locations and times. I wanted to be “footloose and fancy free” as they said in these parts. Plus, Devdan and I were having a really good time. Just the two of us. Hopefully, this was merely a brief check-in. Then Aerith and Jhaeros would be on their way back to Pinemist.


  Devdan and I grabbed our boards and headed for the chairlift.
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  After ripping down the slopes, Devdan and I returned to the lodge in high spirits. We deposited our rented boards into tall lockers and walked into the lobby where we spotted Aerith and Jhaeros playing a board game at a table beside a roaring fire. No surprise.


  Aerith had changed into black leggings and a bright multicolored striped fuzzy sweater. Her blonde hair tumbled over her shoulders, covering her ears.


  They didn’t notice me until I spoke. “Don’t tell me you brought your campaigne board with you.”


  Aerith kept hawk eyes on the board, not responding until she’d moved one of the white pieces.


  “I didn’t need to,” she said cheerfully. “Humans have an almost identical version called chess. Isn’t that wonderful?” She picked up one of the smaller pieces with a round top and held it up to me. “They call shrubs, pawns; mages, bishops; archers, knights; and towers, rooks. Isn’t that interesting?”


  “Yeah, fascinating,” I answered, not masking the boredom from my voice. “What do they call kings and queens?”


  “Those are the same.”


  I folded my arms. “So, are we going swimming?”


  Aerith looked over her shoulder at the darkened windows. “Oh, gosh. We lost track of time. We can start up a new game tomorrow.”


  “We can?” Jhaeros asked, his face falling. He still wore his hat, which wasn’t uncommon with humans coming in from the mountain wearing winter gear.


  Aerith stood and looped her arm around mine. “Jhaeros, why don’t you and Devdan have a drink at the bar while Mel and I change into our suits?” She gave Jhaeros a pointed stare.


  His gaze went from Aerith to Devdan and seemed to lock there. “I could use a drink,” Jhaeros said.


  Devdan forced a smile. “Me too.”


  “Great! Give us about twenty minutes.” Aerith yanked my arm, pulling me toward the elevators. “What floor are you on? We’ll grab your suit, bring it to my room, and change together.” Inside the elevator, I pressed the button to the third floor. Aerith beamed. “We’re on the third floor, too. How perfect!”


  As soon as the doors closed, I turned to Aerith, hands on my hips. “Tell me Jhaeros isn’t about to give Devdan some kind of lecture.”


  Aerith squinted at me. “Mel, whatever do you mean?”


  “A birds-and-the-bees talk, as humans call it.” When Aerith continued to stare at me in confusion, I spelled it out. “S-E-X.”


  She leaned back and snorted. “Can you imagine Jhaeros speaking to Devdan about sex?”


  “Then what are they doing together?” I hadn’t missed the secretive look Aerith flashed Jhaeros.


  “Having a drink while I have a sex talk with you.”


  I lifted my hands and covered my face. “Ugh.”


  Luckily, the elevator doors opened and I was able to rush free of the metal box into the corridor. Aerith kept pace, following me inside my room. The bed was freshly made, and everything was put away nicely thanks to the lodge’s friendly housekeeping staff.


  While I fished through my suitcase on the floor, Aerith spoke at my back.


  “I realize that you and Devdan are, in all likelihood, having sex.”


  I groaned, which didn’t deter Aerith.


  “I want to make sure you’re taking precautions.”


  “Yep. Got it covered.” Like literally. Humans had these handy little things called condoms. I really didn’t want to explain them to my sister. I pushed aside several sweaters and a pair of pajamas before reaching my two-piece bathing suit. The top had a pineapple pattern that covered my entire chest and part of my torso where it met with a pair of bright aquamarine boy shorts.


  “I never thought I’d get pregnant, so I didn’t bother with tinctures—and now look at me.”


  “Oh my sky, Aerith!” I swung around, bathing suit gripped against my middle. “We’re taking precautions every time!”


  “Have there been a lot of times?” She cocked her head to one side and stared into my eyes, unblinking.


  I squeezed my eyes closed. “Can we not talk about this?”


  “Sure. I just want to make sure he’s treating you well.”


  I reopened my eyes. “He is. Devdan’s a complete gentleman, but not the boring kind. He treats me with respect and doesn’t do anything I don’t want to do.”


  Aerith nodded. “I’m glad to hear that. I mean, I packed my bow and arrows just in case.”


  “Aerith!”


  She laughed. “Just kidding. Let’s go to my room and get changed before Jhaeros finishes his drink and walks in on us.”


  “Arrrrrrg. I’m putting the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign on the door and bolting it until after we’ve changed.”


  Aerith’s room was at the other end of the hall. Unlike my room, the sheets were bunched up and rumpled. Ew! I did not want to think about Jhaeros on top of my sister, which naturally, led my mind in that very direction. “Oh, oh. Aerith.” His lusty, pretentious voice echoed inside my head. “Oh.” Nooooo! Marshmallows with cocoa. I mean cocoa with marshmallows.


  “Mel? What are marshmallows?”


  Had I said that out loud?


  “They are these squishy white sugar puffs,” I answered. “You’d love them.” Yes, let’s talk about marshmallows.


  “You eat them?” Aerith asked.


  I nodded vigorously. “Soft, chewy sweetness.”


  Aerith rubbed her lips together. “I need to try these.”


  “Yes, you do, but let’s take a swim first.” I needed to cool off before I combusted from this mortifying conversation.


  I went into the bathroom to change. Elves weren’t typically modest, but I’d never been into group nudity, especially in the bedroom Jhaeros shared with my sister. I changed into my suit and put an oversized T-shirt over it. When I returned to the bedroom, Aerith stood in a pink string bikini with ruffles along the edges. Her belly had a soft swell, and her breasts had gotten bigger and were jostling to free themselves from her top.


  I was about to ask whether she had a T-shirt or cover-up for the trip down to the pool when a firm knock sounded at the door.


  “That must be Jhaeros,” Aerith said cheerfully as she swept by me.


  I heard the click of the deadbolt before she opened the door—followed by a male gasp.


  “Oh. Sweet. Berries,” Jhaeros murmured.


  More like melons.


  I snatched a towel from the bathroom and hurried over, afraid Devdan was in the hallway gaping at Aerith as well. But Jhaeros was alone, wide-eyed with his jaw hanging open.


  I pulled the door open wider and glowered at Jhaeros. “Hey, Jhaer. Humans have these things called cameras. Why don’t you take a picture? It will last longer.”


  Aerith chuckled. “Well, we did buy a photo frame in the gift shop earlier, but I want us all to be in the picture.”


  I threw the towel at Aerith, hoping she’d catch it and cover up, before pushing past Jhaeros into the hallway.


  “I’ll see you at the pool.”


  Jhaeros and Aerith didn’t answer. Judging by the heated look they shared, they weren’t leaving their room anytime soon.


   


  Chapter Three
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  Aerith


  “Now this is more like it.” I sighed happily.


  A light tropical breeze wafted over my bare legs, as ocean waves lapped against golden sand from several feet away, and the Hawaiian sun warmed my belly. I sat sprawled out on an oversized beach towel with Jhaeros beside me on a funny compact chair that folded open near the sand.


  A tan safari hat shaded Jhaeros’s face. He wore a pair of sunglasses, stone-colored shorts, and a short-sleeved shirt which was—gasp—left unbuttoned three holes from the top. We’d finally found a place that inspired Jhaeros to loosen up or “hang ten” as they said on the islands.


  I lifted the hollowed-out coconut I was drinking from and latched my lips over a hot pink straw. The mini paper umbrella poking over the side was the cutest thing ever. I sucked down the cool, refreshing sweetness and smacked my lips.


  “Yummy. What are these things called again?”


  Jhaeros looked up from the book of crossword puzzles he’d been studying. “Piña colada,” he answered with a knowing grin. “Virgin, which I learned means without alcohol.”


  “It doesn’t need any. I love it!” I said before sucking down the rest of the slushy goodness.


  Jhaeros’s eyebrows rose over the rims of his sunglasses. “More than sweetberry fizz?”


  “Hmm.” I pressed my lips together as I thought it over. “Maybe?”


  Jhaeros chuckled. “Would you like another?”


  “Definitely!” That question was much easier to answer. “But can you rub some more sunscreen on me first?”


  Jhaeros’s lips parted, his speech temporarily paralyzed. Oh sky, I’d never get tired of that look on his face.


  I grabbed the extra towel beside me and rolled it up, positioning it to help cushion my baby bump as I turned onto my stomach. Once settled, I reached back and untied my bikini top. When I heard Jhaeros swallow, I smiled.


  “Okay. Ready,” I announced.


  Jhaeros settled on the edge of my towel. I heard the squirt of the bottle right before strong, warm hands rubbed lotion over my back. Jhaeros worked his way methodically down my body until reaching my ankles. He lifted them one at a time and rubbed the lotion into my skin tenderly. I sighed with pure contentment.


  He set my ankle down and cleared his throat. “Perhaps a little more on your back. I don’t want you to burn.”


  “Better to be safe,” I agreed. And better to have his hands on me for as long as possible.


  Tingles of pleasure tickled along my spine as Jhaeros massaged my shoulders. I wasn’t sure if he had applied more lotion or not. His fingers trailed down my back and slid to my sides, his knuckles brushing the sides of my breasts. I sucked in a breath. Jhaeros repeated the motion, this time allowing his fingers to roam over my breasts to the hardening tips.


  “Hey, Shawn. Catch!” someone yelled from nearby.


  Jhaeros’s hands stilled on me then drew slowly away. One hand slid stealthily over my ass before he settled back in his chair.


  “That should cover it,” Jhaeros announced.


  “Are you sure? I think you missed a few spots,” I teased.


  “I’ll tend to them later,” Jhaeros returned huskily.


  “First I want to work on my tan so I can be your bronzed beauty.”


  “You’d be beautiful in any color, Aerith.”


  Heart. Melt. I felt like the luckiest elf in all the realms to have such a devoted, handsome, and kind male at my side.


  “Maybe after you finish one of those crosswords we can go up to our room for a nap.” I turned my head to face Jhaeros and winked at him.


  He smiled back slyly. “I’ll never finish one of these silly things. Human history and culture are beyond me. At least we’re able to speak their language.”


  I nodded.


  One of the cool things about being an elf is a biological predisposition to communicate with humans and Fae. Our minds adjust effortlessly to basic phrases and sentence structure. Knowing all the lingo would have been nice, but I wasn’t about to complain.


  Speaking of slang, “Do you think Mel and Dev are shooting the curl?”


  Jhaeros closed the book of crosswords and set it in the sand by his chair. “I have no idea what that means.”


  “Me neither,” I said. “But I’m pretty sure it’s something really cool.”


  I couldn’t see Jhaeros’s eyes behind his shades, but he didn’t seem particularly interested or impressed. I wanted him and Mel to be friends. Having his undivided attention was fantastic and all, but he should express an interest in others—at least a few more—the ones who mattered most to me.


  “Well, we can ask them; they’re headed over now,” Jhaeros said. He lifted his head and waited. “Catch any waves?” he asked in his I’m being polite but don’t especially care voice.


  “Loads,” Devdan answered. “Didn’t you see us out there?”


  “Er, um.” Jhaeros coughed gently.


  I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing.


  “Well, it was sick, wasn’t it, Mel?”


  “Bitchin’,” she answered.


  “Heavy,” Devdan added enthusiastically.


  “I have no idea what either of you is attempting to communicate right now,” Jhaeros announced.


  I started to chuckle before I was drowned out by Mel’s high-pitched screech.


  “Oh my sky, Aerith! This is not a topless beach! We’re in Hawaii, not Europe.”


  “There are topless beaches on Earth?” I asked curiously, peering over my shoulder to get a look at Mel. Her red hair was slicked back, a surfboard clutched in one arm. She looked like a pro in her one-piece sleeveless bodysuit. Too bad she was glowering.


  “Yeah, and this isn’t one of them,” Mel informed me crossly.


  “Keep your shirt on. It’s not like anyone can see anything when I’m lying on my stomach.”


  “My shirt is on. You’re the one who needs to keep it on.”


  “Then try hanging ten. I don’t want tan lines.”


  Devdan snorted with amusement.


  “It won’t be funny when we’re all kicked off the beach for Aerith’s indecent exposure,” Mel groused. “Humans have their own set of laws, you know.”


  “Fine, if it concerns you so much.” I reached behind my back, retied the strings around my back and neck, and then flipped around.


  Mel still frowned. She looked from me to Jhaeros.


  “I’m surprised you’re not the one trying to talk sense into my sister, being that you’re Mr. Propriety and all.”


  “Jhaeros likes it when I’m half naked,” I interjected for the pure pleasure of seeing Mel flush. For someone who was sexually active, she sure was modest on the subject. Fine with me. I didn’t especially want to hear about her sexual forays with Devdan.


  Jhaeros cleared his throat gently and rubbed the back of his neck.


  “Well, it’s true, isn’t it?” I prodded.


  Jhaeros got up from his seat. “I could use a cool beverage right about now. How about you, Devdan?”


  “Yeah, a cool drink sounds great.” Devdan nodded with a look of gratitude. He set his surfboard down, and they hurried off toward the hotel’s outdoor bar as fast as the sandy beach allowed.


  “Don’t forget my virgin piña colada,” I called after them even though I knew Jhaeros never would.


  Mel placed her board beside me and sat on it, folding her legs beneath her.


  “Did you see me out there?” she asked, a smile brightening up her face.


  Guess we were moving on from the whole bare-naked breasts scandal.


  “You were awesome!” Unlike Jhaeros, I’d actually spent a fair amount of time watching Mel and Devdan ride the waves. “I could never keep my balance the way you do.”


  “Sure, you could,” Mel said, squeezing water from her hair. “After you’ve given birth, we should come back. Jhaeros can stay home and babysit.”


  “Mel.” I folded my arms.


  “What? You could probably do with some time apart. If you don’t take a break, you’re going to end up pregnant all over again. I didn’t realize Jhaeros was operating a baby-making factory.”


  I snorted. “Hardly.”


  Mel placed her hands on her knees and leaned in. “You know, maybe I should be the one giving you the S-E-X talk.”


  “Maybe.” I shrugged and smirked. “But first you have to say the actual word.”


  “Sex,” Mel blurted, as though in answer to a challenge. “Sex talk. After the baby comes along you need to take precautions. No more of this ‘I can’t get pregnant’ hooey. Clearly male elves are more potent than Fae. So, when the time comes, prepare yourself a tincture or try something else. Humans have these things called condoms.” Mel cleared her throat. “They go
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