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  Chapter One


Deep in a forest on the edge of the wild mists of Underhill, in an overgrown garden of mostly pink roses, there stood a small cottage. Its grey stones were nearly worn down with ruin and neglect but hidden under the masses of ivy smothering the thatched roof you could still see that once it had been the type of home about which a young girl might dream. 
How they’d come here, Aeval wasn’t sure, but the sight of the sweetly dilapidated building made her hesitate.
“It’s a ruin.” She didn’t want to go past the tumbled-down stones of the low garden wall. As lovely as the setting was, as tired and disoriented as she was, the place gave her a chill.
But the old woman who was her companion ignored her protest. Instead, wrapping her black cloak tighter around her bent shoulders, she sidestepped the leaning gate and entered the grounds.
Aeval was forced to follow. 
She and the Crone had once been three together with the Morrigan—the fierce fighter who came out when danger threatened—all of them living inside one person. Sharing a body. Sharing a life as Queen of the Black Court.
But then the unthinkable had happened. They had been betrayed.
And now the Morrigan was dead, and she and the Crone were separate individuals who could walk side by side, talk together, and think separate thoughts. Aeval didn’t understand how any of this had happened, but she knew one thing—even without the Morrigan, she and the Crone were tied together by the cord of life.
And while Aeval reeled from the loss of their warrior self, their kingdom, and everything she’d ever known, the Crone had become even more competent and determined.
“It’s home.” The old woman moved forward, the cord between them tugging Aeval right along with her into the deceptive peace of the garden.
“Home?”
“You don’t remember, but then again, you don’t need to. I keep the memories. All of them. The bad. The good. You just keep the pretty face and enjoy yourself.” She muttered the rest of it under her breath, but Aeval heard her. “I keep the bad, you get the rest.”
A filmy remnant of memory left the old woman and brushed the side of Aeval’s face. It was cold and clammy and tasted of fear. Something horrible was in the room with her—someone horrible. He pushed her naked shoulder and she fell on her knees, bruising them on the uneven wooden floor. She shuddered, rubbing the memory off her face and shaking it from her fingers. The old hag could keep the memories. She didn’t want them.
The Crone caught the fragile strands and rolled them back up, tucking the small ball away somewhere under her black cloak—just like she’d taken the memories from the Morrigan when she’d died and they’d split apart.
“No, you don’t want them. That’s why you created us.”
They reached the front door.
“I created you?” You’d think she’d remember that. And maybe she did, come to think of it, but it was tied to something else, something black and horrible. Something she never wanted to remember.
The old woman pulled out a heavy black key, inserted it in the keyhole, and twisted. She put it back into her pocket and pushed. The ancient wood resisted, but she put her shoulder to it, shoving harder. It creaked open. A blast of mold and damp came rushing out of the dark interior.
“Yes, dearie. You created her, and you created me. That way you could just remember the fun.” She moved into the cottage, past the old door leaning drunkenly on its hinges.
Once again, Aeval followed, every nerve screaming not to go.
The death of the Morrigan had left her woozy and her head ached. She was the Black Queen. She didn’t understand how she’d splintered apart into three people, but she couldn’t, wouldn’t, be separated from this last piece of herself. No matter how much the cottage frightened her.
The windows were smeared with dirt and covered with ivy, allowing little light inside. Aeval’s eyes had almost adjusted when a flame flared. The small room was nearly empty. A broken three-legged stool lay on its side in the corner beside a twisted set of stairs.
The old woman held up a lamp. “Come upstairs. We have work to do.” She turned.
Aeval followed her narrow, skirted backside as she shuffled up the stairs. “What kind of work?” 
“I’m going to make sure you’re safe.”
This sounded good. Some of Aeval’s fear left her. The old woman was here because, long ago, Aeval had needed safety. She’d needed a place to hide and someone to defend her from…
No…she didn’t want to remember. That was why she’d created them in the first place. The old woman to hold the pain and the fear and the darkness.
And the Morrigan to defend them.
But now, the Morrigan was gone and there was only herself and the old woman to defend them from the hateful people who were out in the world.
In a cold, empty room where the steep roof slanted under the eaves, the Crone waved her hand. Suddenly, a single bed with a downy comforter took up one corner and next to a welcoming fire sat a well-worn wooden chair and a spinning wheel. The sharp point of the spindle was empty, but a full basket of carded wool sat at its feet. The woman sank into the chair as if she were very tired.
“Come, my dear, and start the wool for me. I have work to do and spinning will ease my mind.”
Aeval obediently scooped up a large bundle of the fluffy roving. It was already drafted—separated into fibers and ready for spinning. She found a piece of yarn and turned to the spinning wheel to attach it to the bobbin. The old woman suddenly stood up and tripped, pushing Aeval over into the spinning wheel. Her hand hit the spindle.
“Ouch!” Blood oozed from where the sharp point had pricked her middle finger.
“Whatever is the matter, dearie?” The Crone’s violet-black eyes glittered oddly.
Aeval held up her finger. A drop of blood swelled on the tip.
With the swiftness of a hawk, the previously exhausted woman seized her hand in an iron grip. Aeval struggled, suddenly afraid, but the old woman’s withered lips slid over the wound and sucked hard, pulling the blood from Aeval’s finger.
“Stop this at once! What are you doing?” A wave of dizziness swept over her.
“You look pale. Lay down on the bed and rest.” The old woman shoved Aeval at the bed.
She stumbled, and nearly fell on the floor, but the frail elderly woman picked her up as if she were as strong as any fae youth, and laid her down on the soft blankets.
The Crone sat down at the wheel and took out the cords of memories and life she’d taken from the Morrigan from her pocket. She began to spin, singing a crooked little tune. Aeval lay in a daze and watched her own memories spin out of her head onto the spinning wheel, mixing with the thread the woman had torn from the Morrigan as she died.
“Are you going to kill me?” The thread gleamed black and red and glimmered with power.
“Oh, I would if I could, dearie, but unfortunately you are the root from which we all sprang. If I kill you, I kill me. So I’m doing the next best thing. I’m taking all the portion of our lifeblood and Gift that you had poured into that wretched Morrigan creature.” 
“You’re taking my Gift?” 
Horrified, Aeval tried to lift her head, but she was too weak—and growing weaker. “No, I can’t take that. Or at least not all of it.” The old woman’s voice was bitter. “But I can take your memories from when you were queen, all the things that made you powerful. I can take everything from you from the moment you created me.”
The room spun. “What have you done?” Time slid away from her and into the threads on the wheel. Her wins against the prince, her son, Kian. His adulthood. His childhood. Being the Black Queen. Her fear and anger at Kian’s father. How much she hated the Golden King for what he’d done to her. The abuse. The rapes.
The memory of her own father glamouring her into a human slave and sending her to the Golden Court to be used and abused and impregnated. It all went. Even the memory of being a princess.
She moaned and lifted her hand to stop it. “No, not that.” But it too was gone and she slipped into blackness.
When she woke again she didn’t know who she was. Wait, she did. She knew her name. Aeval.
“Who am I?” she whispered. “Who are you?”
The strange old woman bundled a gleaming ball of yarn into her pocket. “Shh, dearie. You don’t need to worry about that. Just sleep.”
“Mmm…” Aeval curled on her side, and laid her hand by her face, pillowed on her red curls.
“Sleep, dearie.”
The old woman looked at the form on the bed. She’d finally done it—broken free. She smiled, the unaccustomed expression stretching and cracking the skin of her face. 
What had once been a woman in her prime was now a young fae girl, with smooth skin and soft lips. Defenseless in sleep, she looked innocent. And she was. She didn’t remember ever being raped, or having sex, or killing anyone. Even her own father.
The Crone had taken it all. And she would use it to survive and thrive. All she had to do was make sure this one stayed safe.
She went down the stairs and exited the old building. Using her Gift, now reinforced with all the Morrigan’s magic, she encapsulated the building in a stasis spell. She left via the old broken gate, pulling it shut behind her. It wasn’t enough. Someone could still come and wake the princess. And she couldn’t have that.
She waved her hand. The forest listened to her. It grew into a net of thorns and ivy, winding around the stone wall and hiding it from sight.
When she was done she examined her work with a critical eye until she was satisfied. It was good. Better than good. Foot-long thorns with razor sharp edges protected branches as thick as a man’s arm. The hedge rose high into the sky, tall and fierce with leaves and vines an inky green, so dark as to be almost black. And it went all the way around the old cottage. No way in. And no way out.
Nothing and no one would dare penetrate something this formidable.
She used the last of the power in the blood she’d swallowed and her shape shimmered and shifted. She pulled a mirror from her pocket and admired her work. Black thick hair curled down to her waist, full soft lips and her own gleaming violet-black eyes. She stowed the mirror and opened a portal. She couldn’t be a girl. She’d left their youth with the princess. But who wanted to be a powerless young chit? Not her. She knew what happened to the powerless. She remembered.
She entered the portal. No reason to stay here anymore. She had places to go. She’d be the strong woman she’d always been. The one who could take the pain. The one who could exact their revenge.






  
  Chapter Two


Present day 
Ardan ducked, the sharp edge of his opponent’s sword swooshing past his ear. He lunged, and shoved his sword, Gleam, deep into the other man’s gut. His opponent’s wound gushed, spraying bright red onto Ardan’s armor. The sword twisted in and he yanked on it, the pressure of the torque making his arm ache. His muscles would pay for that later but right now he was flooded with adrenaline and the pain was nothing more than a nuisance. 
The troll-kin’s face paled in the light of the flickering torches. So like his own, with pointed ears and pale skin, but wider and rougher, like the blunt-edged knives children used for sword practice compared to the flexibility and strength of his own magical blade. The green crystalline fractures in the man’s irises stood out as his black pupils shrank and he opened his mouth in a howl of pain.
But Ardan didn’t have time to watch the man crumple to his feet. Nor to acknowledge the life now draining out on the floor. He spun on the cavern floor, worn smooth from years of disciples’ feet. Gleam slammed into the other troll-kin’s blade and metal screamed as edge slid along edge.
This new opponent’s blocks and parries showed a higher level of expertise, but he was no match for Ardan. As the fight wore on the troll-kin slowed, each time his sword dipping a little lower in the torchlight. But Ardan didn’t pause. When the man over-compensated and raised his blade too high, Ardan took advantage. He slipped Gleam into the space between his opponent’s ribs and tore a hole in his lung.
Bright red blood sprayed from the wound. “Argh.” More blood burbled from his opponent’s wide open mouth.
Even as the troll-kin lurched, off balance from the wound, he moved, a killing look in his eye. The man’s blade descended and Ardan slipped away from where he’d been. There was a swish of air by his face as the man’s blade missed, stabbing instead into the worn stone of the cave floor.
Taking advantage of his opponent’s temporary loss of balance, Ardan swung his sword in a circle and turned. Momentum gathered for the strike, he brought his weapon down hard on the troll-kin’s wrist. 
Gleam’s sharp edge caught on the crunch of bone and gristle, slowing, as if cutting through frozen butter. The troll-kin’s hand dropped to the ground, thick dirt-encrusted fingers still clutching the pommel of his sword, and Ardan finished the follow through, ready for the next challenger.
But there were no more.
Ardan left the dying man on the ground and checked out every inch of the cave he could see in the flickering light of the torches, casting a tiny globe light of his own into those corners where he couldn’t see. But the place was empty.
“You’ll pay for this.” His opponent lay curled on the ground in a spreading pool of blood, gasping for breath and clutching his bleeding stump. “The Goddess will send her emissary to come to get you, you’ll see.” 
Ardan snorted and kicked the man’s sword further away. The hand went with it leaving a wet trail in the dirt. “Tell her I’m looking forward to it.”
This cult of troll-kin worshiped an old goddess, so old and so minor he doubted anyone else in Underhill even knew her name. No one would come looking for him. And if they did, it was worth it.
Ten months of searching for the Black Queen and what did he have to show for it? More scars on his body and dents in his shield, but he’d yet to catch up to her. Not even once. But tonight…tonight here in this forgotten place of worship, he stood a chance.
He ignored the man’s moans and mutterings and wiped off his sword, sheathing it before making his way to the stone altar in the back of the cave. What he wanted was nearly lost in the clutter of small tokens. Stuck in generations worth of hardened wax drippings from the motley collection of candlesticks, the small wooden box didn’t look like much. The twelve-pointed star carved in the top, the design picked out in white paint faded to a chipped and peeling grey, had faded almost to non-recognition. But this was it. His hands shook as he pulled his knife and used it to dig the box out of its prison.
He stared at the box, almost afraid to open it.
For the first few months of his quest he’d followed the trail of the queen, thinking that he’d catch up to her eventually. But all he’d found was carnage and fear. And tales of a woman in black who left traces of dark powerful magic. No one would tell him where she was—if they even knew.
And as the year he’d been given to find her eased from winter into summer, he grew desperate. His own Gift not one of searching, he traded what he could for others’ talents, fighting small skirmishes in return for money he could use to buy spells.
But no one’s spells worked. Not the witches on Earth, frolicking in their RVs at their annual meeting of the Seven Tribes outside of Denver. Nor the mystics on the hot sands of D’nun. Not even from the magic pool in his own native lands up north, where he’d spent most of his life in service to the Winter Queen, could he get a fix on the location of his quarry.
Nothing and no one got him close enough to the Black Queen. And so, he’d finally gotten desperate and made the journey to the Golden Court and consulted King Oberon’s psychic. Known as the Oracle, the old man had been a mess. But what he’d said had changed all Ardan’s plans.
Forcing his suddenly damp hands to steady, he opened up the hinged lid. And stared, his heart thumping in wonder, at the small black needle gently turning end over end inside a ball of glass. He’d found it. The lodestone.
“So you think that’s the magic ticket that will get you the Queen’s head and earn you Kian’s gratitude?”
Ardan spun, box in his left hand, Gleam, in his right.
He had no idea how old the Lady Aoife was. She could be a thousand years old, or she could be three thousand. Her skin was soft with subtle wrinkles but it glowed with health, as she mocked him from across the gore-soaked dirt of the cave. Her white hair shone and her upright posture spoke of a rigid determination to never get old. She wore a deep blue cloak, embroidered with glittering stars. And in this place, deep under the earth filled with blood and guts and grime, her tunic, slacks, and even her boots, were a pristine white.
He bowed low. “My lady.”
At the court of Prince Kian, he’d thought she might be an ally. She’d saved him from prison with this quest, making sure he was outfitted with Gleam and a white fae steed, named Triton. But it hadn’t taken long to realize she only saw him as a weapon to hone and send out to find its target.
“Ten months and you’re no closer to finding her than those pitiful things are to attending the next royal wedding.” She gestured at the troll-kin dying on the floor, sweeping her cloak carefully away from the spreading pool of blood. “What makes you think this trinket will help you?”
The incredulity on her face made him squirm.
“What makes you think it won’t?” Ardan’s hand tightened on the box, the edges cutting into his skin. It had to work. He had nothing else. 
“You’re missing the point.”
“I thought the point was to find and kill the Black Queen and earn my place in her son’s court.”
“For you, the point is to prove your loyalty and save your life. Running around like a dog after a scent is getting you nowhere. Certainly no closer to that bitch.” She shook her head at him, her eyes gleaming in the candlelight from the altar. “In fact, it’s getting you worse than nowhere. Bosco has the prince’s ear and he’s grinding away at him to get it over with and just kill you.”
Ardan’s jaw clenched.
Bosco.
Despite the fact that Bosco was the very reason Ardan now had his freedom, Ardan rued the day that the other man had returned to the Winter Court, attacking it and pushing Ardan into renouncing Queen Maeve.
Freedom was overrated. Belonging to a court, having a job, a role—that was where he wanted to be. Needed to be. These last few months, wandering on his own, had made that very clear. He was a knight. A soldier. He owed service to someone. And without that what was he?
Nothing. Just a man without a place.
He needed his place back. And this lodestone was going to help him find it.
As soon as he had the thought, the needle inside the ball stopped its lazy spinning. It shivered back and forth, finally centering on a direction.
He held it up. “See? It’s found her already. It doesn’t matter what Bosco says. With this, I’ll have her by the end of the year and I’ll bring her head to the prince. He’ll make me a part of the court and I’ll have my life back again.”
It wouldn’t be his old life, in service to the woman who’d taken him as a lover when he was little more than a child, and then discarded him once he was a man. The loss of her love, of everything he’d had in the Winter Court still burned inside him, pushed him. But it would be a new life. One with purpose. With meaning.
“Hah!” Aoife’s short laugh caught him by surprise. “You still believe you have two months left, don’t you?”
A sick feeling twisted in his stomach.
“The frost has just begun to creep over the ground. My year isn’t over until the week after the winter solstice.”
“Weren’t you listening to a word I said? Bosco has the ear of the prince. He’s convinced him to come after you if you don’t return by the next full moon.” She turned and opened up a portal.
He watched the grey mists trying to crawl out of the rectangular door of the portal, the curdling in his stomach becoming a heavy mass of pain.
“One month?” How could the prince have done this to him? How could Bosco still hate him this much?
A hand reached out of the mist, so gaunt it looked as if it were only leather stretched over bones. Seven long fingers grew claws that scraped at the edge of the gate.
“One month.” She stepped into the portal and raised her voice over the howling. “One month, and instead of being the hero you dream about, you’ll be hearing the baying of the Dark Huntsman and his hounds.”
The portal shut behind her leaving the cave empty of all but the death moans of the remaining troll-kin.
“Kill me.” The hoarse whisper dragged him from his reverie.
Ardan closed the distance between himself and the dying man. He leaned over. Ignoring the man’s stare of hatred he drew Gleam’s sharp edge across his throat, putting the fatally wounded troll-kin out of his misery.
The cave was finally quiet. He wiped his blade on the corpse’s trouser leg and sheathed it. In the half-light of the torches he looked at the lodestone, cradled in its nest of faded silk, its needle still pointing east. His mouth was dry.
One month left. Not two. One month and he stood to lose everything. Any chance at a position. Any chance at a life. One month, and if he didn’t deliver the head of the queen to her son’s court he’d become a wanted man with a price on his head. He closed the lid over the glass ball of the lodestone, tucked it safely away, and strode out of the cave.
East. The Black Queen lay to the east. For now. He only hoped she’d stay there long enough for him to find her and lop off her head. Or else, in about thirty days, he risked losing his own.






  
  Chapter Three


Contrary to all her own rules, Aoife opened the portal directly into her own courtyard, scattering the sunning flower fairies, who shrieked and screamed and acted as if the world were at an end. Who cared if it was dangerous? Or if it might have opened in the fountain, instead of on the now flattened grassy area she’d targeted. She was angry and tired of waiting for results and it was her own house and home at risk anyway. 
As soon as the portal snapped shut and the mists had disappeared, she was dive bombed by a cluster of fairies, clutching at her hair and her shoulders, looking for reassurance. She batted them away and made her way around the central fountain to the front door of her chateau. The late afternoon sun slanted through the trees outside of the courtyard wall and she stopped and gazed at the wide windows and white marble pillars.
This was her favorite time of day to look at her house. It was a lovely home. Large and well appointed, with acres of land. Gated and secure. The best money and power could provide. It wasn’t cold or damp, or anything else that a castle typically could be. But then again, it wasn’t a castle. It was a dowager’s home.
The taste of failure soured in her mouth.
Few remembered when she’d been queen. Fewer still remembered exactly how she’d lost her place as queen at the Golden King’s side. And no one but she knew the real reason why she was living here, shuttled off to a lovely suburb of the Golden Court, pretending to be merely your average, not so young, Tuathan Lady.
But she knew. She remembered. And she’d sworn vengeance so long ago it had become the only thing she valued. Vengeance against, Aeval, the Black Queen. The little bitch who’d stolen all of Aoife’s dreams.
Once she’d been a queen. A lonely, miserable, young queen with an abusive husband who went through women faster than he went through wine. But she’d had hope. She was the one destined to have the heir.
It had been foretold that Oberon would have only one son, a golden boy with power and good looks who would rule multiple kingdoms. And it had been foretold that his queen would only have the one son as well and that together their powers would mingle into one of the finest kings the Tuathan had ever had.
But then the Black King had decided he wanted that power for himself. The evil man had glamoured his only daughter, stealing her powers and turning her human, then sending her as a present to Oberon. And that had been Aoife’s undoing.
The Princess Aeval had been just as young as this Thorn girl, when she’d come disguised as a human and entered Oberon’s bed as a sex slave. Aoife hadn’t needed to hear her screaming to know what he was doing. He was a twisted man, and the only thing that had saved her was her royal lineage and the fact that she was to bear his child. But that had never come to pass.
Humans were far more fertile than the fae and the Black King had used his powerful magic to steal the prophecy for his daughter. She became the queen who was to have the heir. The little human slave got secretly pregnant, the Black King had stolen her back, and no one had known for years why Aoife could not conceive.
Oberon had been furious. She was supposed to have his baby and when she didn’t Oberon grew crueler and crueler. He’d taken out his rage at his infertility on her. Finally she’d scraped together what self-esteem she’d had left and gone. He’d been furious. Even though he’d finally banned her from his bed and was determined to take on a newer younger queen it had still taken all of her family’s connections to get her out of the marriage alive, and with enough money and power to give her this estate.
She’d retired here, a scared and shamed barren woman. There were no titles for ex-queens, other than ‘Lady’. She’d faded from memory, and had come very close to fading out of existence all together.
Then one day, she’d visited the Oracle. And he’d given her the truth—her fertility and her future had been stolen from her. And it was all the fault of that raving maniac, Aeval, who had come out of Oberon’s bed a crazy woman with three personalities and a cruel streak of her own.
From that moment on it had become her mission to kill Aeval, like the Black Queen had killed Aoife’s dreams, her social standing, and her entire life. But it wasn’t that easy.
When the Black King had stolen her fertility and implanted it in his daughter, he’d also made sure that Aoife couldn’t kill the wench directly. Oh, the Black Queen could die, but Aoife was completely unable to raise her hand to the woman, a thing she had discovered the first time she’d tried to kill her, after her visit to the Oracle.
She’d stolen her only chance at motherhood. She’d stolen her life as the Golden Queen, and she’d even stolen her ability to wreck vengeance down on the perpetrator. And to this day, over two hundred years later, Aoife still could not forgive.
Nor did she forget.
If she’d been able to kill Aeval herself, it would have been done hundreds of years ago. But she couldn’t. Oh, no. Because of the stupid prophecy and the spell for fertility that had backfired on her years ago, she had to depend on morons like that Ardan. And once again, just when her revenge was almost in her grasp, she was about to explode in frustration. 
The flower fairies clustered around her again, brushing her cheeks with their moth-like wings, their tiny ringing voices irritating her beyond belief. 
“Go! Scat!” She waved her hand and sent a blast of wind blowing through the courtyard. Fairies flew high into the air, clinging to the branches of the majestic elm trees, fluttering their wings frantically in an effort not to be lost to the wind.
Aoife shook her head and went into the house. Silly things. If they weren’t such great alarm dogs, she’d send an exterminator after them and get back a peaceful front yard.
“Lena!” Inside, the house was quiet. “Where is that girl?”
She didn’t need a large staff. She rarely entertained and the magic of the house kept it running smoothly and efficiently, but there were some things better done by hand. Preparing food, for instance. One never knew when a spell set on auto would go haywire, and she liked her tea prepared just so. But some days she wished she didn’t have any staff at all.
“Lena!”
The girl raced in from the door under the stairs. “Yes, my lady.” She slid to a halt on the highly polished marble floor and bobbed up and down.
“Straighten your hair. And you have a smudge on your apron.” Aoife took off her star-covered cloak and handed it to the girl. “I want tea in the living room in ten minutes.”
The girl took too long, seeming to struggle under the weight of the cloak. “Well, come on then. Ten minutes.”
“Yes, my lady.” She scurried off.
Aoife caught sight of herself in the large hall mirror. Her lovely aged face shimmered and the glamour dropped. Small lines and wrinkles disappeared, her hair gained its innate golden glow. She smiled at the violet eyes in her reflection, checking as always for any signs of aging. Gone was the stately Lady Aoife, gently aged and due respect. Now you could see, she’d hit her stride. A thousand years old, and she was still stunningly beautiful. Not that beauty had ever done her any good.
She sniffed at her reflection and went upstairs to change into yoga pants and t-shirt. By the time she’d made it into the living room, furnished with a well-balanced mix of modern comfortable seating, and antiques she’d collected over the years, tea was waiting. She settled into a low-backed sofa and tucked her slippered feet up under her, staring out the back window at the rolling grass in the back garden.
What a disaster Ardan had turned out to be.
Why was it every time she sent some man to do the job of killing the Black Queen, they failed? For the first few hundred years she’d been unable to pierce the safeguards surrounding the Black Court. The young queen had guarded herself well. But now Aeval had been betrayed by her own man and was wandering the countryside with no one to protect her. She should have been dead already.
How hard could it be to kill one woman?
If only she could do the deed herself. But thanks to her own stupidity years ago with that infertility spell, she couldn’t. Now she had to resort to fools, like this one.
Aoife’s fingers curled and her nails dug into her palms. She forced them open, took a deep restorative breath, and poured a steaming cup of green tea.
She might not be able to kill the Black Queen, but someone should be able to. The prophecy that the Oracle had given her so long ago was supposed to be the key. He’d sworn it would destroy Aeval.
One like ivy shall entwine
An elven prince wilt then be bind
This downfall then the queen’s shall be
Enacted by the MacElvy
She’d done everything she could to set it into motion, even two hundred years ago getting a niece of hers pregnant by some grubby gypsy, all to get a line of MacElvy witches with strong enough magic to take down a Tuathan queen.
She’d tracked them. Protected the last of them from the Black Queen when Aeval had found out about the prophecy and sworn to destroy all the MacElvys.
But it didn’t matter. All of it had failed.
The prince and his little MacElvy bride, her great-great-great-grandniece, had gotten together and fought the queen and won. But Aeval had regrouped. Eventually, the prince and his armies had broken into the Summer Palace and everyone had seen the Black Queen die.
But had she?
Aoife had hoped. She’d wished. She’d celebrated with everyone else, ding-dong, the queen is dead. But then the stories had come trickling in via her web of spies. Stories of a woman with black hair and black eyes sparking with purple lights. Stories of spells, and havoc, and torture.
And Aoife had known—the bitch had survived.
Now, she’d set Ardan on her. He should have been the perfect choice. His anger and resentment at Maeve, the Winter Queen—the woman who had taken him in as a young boy and tossed him away as a grown man—should have made him the perfect weapon.
He was desperate. Desperate to belong. Desperate to survive. She’d set him up with a quest: bring back the head of the Black Queen and win your life, and possibly a place in Prince Kian’s court. 
He should have been amply motivated.
But he’d frittered away his year, spent half of it searching for that damn lodestone. Lodestones were tricky things. It might take him to the queen, or it might send him on a wild goose chase. Goddess knew the Oracle had given her enough faulty prophecies, from the one predicting Aeval’s death, to the one predicting the birth of the Golden King’s son. Her son. Or the one that should have been her son but instead had been stolen by that traitorous little bitch Aeval.
It was her own fault. She should have kept better tabs on Ardan in the beginning. He wasn’t used to being out on his own. He needed a strong woman to tell him what to do. Now, she had no choice but to make sure he succeeded. She wasn’t going to let him fail her again. She’d follow him closely. And when he finally found Aeval, she’d make sure he did the deed.






  
  Chapter Four


Aeval—at least she thought that was her name, lately she didn’t always remember—twirled in circles. Her bright red curls spun out behind her as she laughed at the pair of tiny fairies hanging on to her hands. 
“Enough!” She let them go.
Their bright lights flew up into the air between the tops of the trees and she fell down in a heap, soft chiffon skirts poufing up around her like sinking into piles of sweet meringues.
She had no idea how long she’d been here, dancing and playing with the lesser fae in this hazy dream of a party, but she didn’t care. Nothing mattered here in the glen where the haze of the party spun on and on. Even the edges of the wooded glade were foggy with mist and the light never changed.
It could have been minutes or hours or days. Even years.
As soon as she had the serious thought that it must be getting late and she should leave the party, someone would drag her back into the dance. Or over to the refreshments.
And that would be that. She’d go whirling off in another masked partner’s arms. Or drink some more wine. Or lose herself licking the cream from the center of a tea cake. 
As she watched the fairies float off into the trees to join the other lights twinkling in the leaves, she had the nebulous thought that she should be doing something else. That she had a life somewhere, where she did something besides dance and laugh and drink.
But concentrating on anything was too much work and she let the thought go, instead taking the hand of a man with legs like a goat and the brawny chest of a wrestler, his face hidden behind a golden mask. And she was off, only to be lost in the dance yet again.

      [image: ]It took three days and three nights riding through a series of fixed gates disguised as standing stones for Ardan to arrive on the far eastern edge of the Golden King’s demesne. And it would have taken longer, but he was riding Triton, the fae steed Aoife had given him at the beginning of his quest. Despite the Lady Aoife’s ulterior motives in giving him the gifts, he’d never have made it this far without both Triton and the sword, Gleam. Faster, stronger, able to withstand the mists of the space between worlds, fae steeds were highly valued. And after ten months riding Triton, Ardan could see why.
There were no guards here on the edge of the wild lands. Nothing but trees, and rocks, and trails of the mist that could become anything, if one were not careful. No one ventured here unless they were crazy, or strong in magic. Or both. And even those would need to be vigilant.
“Well, Triton. There’s nothing for it. The lodestone points straight into the forest.”
He’d ridden past the last of the village on the edge of the king’s lands and now the wide fields were gone. The path had narrowed into a strip of dirt, first surrounded by dense overgrowth, and now trees, the fog filling in any gaps.
As he rode, the trees grew taller and older, their girths wider than any trees he’d ever seen in his life. Wider than two men could reach around, maybe three. When he’d first gone on this quest the lands down here, with their dense forests, had given him claustrophobia. Up north, they only had spindly pines and wide open spaces of scrubby short plants. The mountains were clear and cool, and if you wanted to see for miles, you simply climbed the nearest one. But as he’d ridden further south everything had become dense and overgrown. Ardan missed the north where you could see your enemy coming.
Triton bobbed his head, his white ears flicking back and forth.
Ardan took that as agreement. “Into the forest we go then.”  He squeezed his legs and they moved on. The path dropped down a steep hill and as the first of the wild mists brushed the lower part of Triton’s knees, he tried to keep his thoughts as bland as possible.
The mists of Underhill were pure magic, floating in the wide unpopulated lands beyond the courts. They were dangerous for anyone with magical abilities, waiting for a stray thought to form into whatever fears you carried with you. And even worse for anyone without magic.
It would be just his luck to let his thoughts stray and create a second Black Queen while looking for the first. It was tough enough looking for the queen. Prince Kian swore she was dead, killed in battle in the Summer Palace ballroom. But Ardan’s benefactress, the Lady Aoife, swore she was alive, that she’d found evidence of her power and destruction.
The queen was unique among the fae. She could change into more than one person, and it wasn’t a glamour. All three aspects were real and touchable. The one that had died was the Morrigan. A black-haired witchy woman whose skull necklace chattered and wailed while she used her powers to kill anyone who threatened her person. But that wasn’t the Black Queen’s most feared aspect.
Ardan shivered and zipped up his leather jacket.
No, the most feared was the Crone. Or at least he’d been told. When she appeared, even the fiercest of the courts ran for cover. But neither she nor the beauteous red-headed Aeval had been seen since the queen’s death.
And since they’d only had one aspect, the Morrigan, out of the three to burn, there was room for doubt. Or at least the Lady Aoife insisted there was. No one else had even considered that the Black Queen might have survived. Burning a body was usually enough evidence of death.
Maybe this was a fool’s errand. Maybe he’d spent too much time living in chain mail, losing too much sleep on the ground eating camp food. Maybe he was chasing a ghost.
He’d been up and down the edges of the war between Prince Kian and the queen’s former advisor Lord Haddon, who now held the Black Court, and Ardan had never caught even a glimpse of the Crone. Or a red-headed woman who even came close to holding the power of a queen.
And he knew how powerful a woman had to be to hold a court. He shivered at the memory of Maeve, the White Queen. The woman who had plucked him as a boy from his village and used him and abused him, until he’d grown up and become too old for her tastes. Maeve had been powerful, she’d almost tingled when he’d touched her. And by all accounts, Aeval, the Black Queen, was more powerful still.
Triton picked his way between the boulders and down into a crevice, deeper into the fog. Ardan’s mind wandered.
For a while he’d followed the whispers about a woman with black curly hair and an appetite for murder and mayhem. She sounded more like the queen, and the traces of power she left gave him the shivers. But he’d never caught up to her. He’d only seen the devastation of her magic as she traveled deeper and deeper into King Oberon
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