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      Priest of Skulls

      Allene Whelan is trapped in the True Kingdom, held captive by their cruel leader Macsen. It’s her job as the newest Raven Knight to assassinate him by any means necessary. As a sylph whose greatest weapon is her body, that means seducing him…all the way to the grave.

      But the closer Allene gets to Macsen, the more she realizes he’s being played by a crueler enemy: Morgause, the manipulative sidhe he regards as mother. And Macsen doesn’t seem interested in hurting Allene. The closer they grow, the less she wants to kill him.

      Trapped by passion in a shadowy labyrinth of lies, Allene forces Macsen to make a choice. Does the Priest of Skulls want to rule through death, or through love?
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      This book contains rape by coercion and sex with dubious consent due to fantasy-related powers.

    

  


  
    
      A sex symbol is a thing. I hate to be a thing.

      
        
        Marilyn Monroe
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            Dear Reader…

          

        

      

    

    
      Early in my career I decided I wasn’t going to depict rape on the page. I want to show sex as a joyful, healing act, whereas rape is only ever about control. No matter how dark my books get, I hope my books will offer catharsis rather than tearing open old wounds.

      But power and sex are impossible to tease apart completely, and the themes of this series have brought this conflict to the forefront. I have broken my own decade-old rule in Priest of Skulls. Multiple scenes in this book show or discuss what is sometimes called “dubcon” (dubious consent) and overt rape.

      This book is about love, but it’s also about control and consent. It’s about people who hurt you and the wounds that are left behind. I have done my best to represent the character arcs in a sensitive fashion, but far too many people have lived the realities of sexual assault. If you find this subject matter triggering, I encourage you to protect yourself.

      Real love is loving yourself.

      All that said, I hope you’ll find some kind of peace in this dark corner of my mind. I do.

      ~ Sara, July 2019

      http://smreine.com/
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      When Leander Faulkner fell asleep, he felt as though he were exactly where he needed to be. It was the first time he’d felt like that in months. He didn’t trust the feeling, but he wanted to.

      He woke alone in an empty bed. The place where his lover had been resting was cold and empty.

      Allene Whelan was gone.

      Leander rolled onto his back, covering his face with one large hand so the Autumn Court’s dizzying dawn spectrum wouldn’t sting his sleepy eyes. He had no reason to feel dread at Allene’s absence. It wasn’t like she’d signed him into her cabal, made sweet love with him, and turned on him like so many others. She had given him no reason not to trust.

      An empty bed probably wasn’t a bad omen.

      No matter how bad it felt.

      Leander sat up and the sheets fell around his waist. “Honeycakes?” he asked in his sleepy, gravelly voice. He sounded and felt like a bear waking from his slumber, even though he had the power of a gille dubh, which meant he had much more in common with the mountain the bear lived upon.

      Allene didn’t respond to his call. She must not have been in her apartment. She had a spacious room in Myrkheimr, where the Autumn Court’s royal family lived, but not so spacious that she couldn’t hear him from any corner.

      “Allene?”

      He slipped from the bed and prowled into the empty living room. Nothing looked disturbed. Not the untouched breakfast waiting on her coffee table with a card from Keane—the leader of the Raven Knights—and not her shoes, which remained piled by the door.

      Leander picked up the card on the breakfast. All it said was thanks. Keane’s signature was looping, the K much larger than the remaining letters.

      “Bet she’s training with you, huh?” he muttered at the card, flicking it onto the counter. The thought of Allene and Keane together made Leander feel better. Keane would keep Allene safe. And if he clung to that idea, ignoring the gut feeling that wanted to argue, he might stay calm. “Who am I kidding? Calm’s not on the table.”

      The only reason he’d slept was because Allene had sedated him with her sylph powers. She’d sucked away Leander’s magic, his stress, and his consciousness. There had been no dreams in his contented slumber.

      That blissful mental quietude could only follow him for so long. Now that he was awake, he had to reconcile the choices he made…and the ones he didn’t.

      Like finally having Macsen inside of him.

      They never would have made love if Allene hadn’t pollinated defensively. Macsen had been as caught by her powers as Leander, helpless to do anything but fuck or die. That didn’t change Leander’s feelings. That didn’t change the fact he’d gotten something he desperately longed to have in the most heartbreaking way. Macsen had kissed Leander’s neck, penetrated his body, and destroyed any chance of Leander feeling calm ever again.

      He dressed to train with the Raven Knights, donning sweatpants and a shirt that someone had thoughtfully left in a clean basket of Allene’s laundry. He hadn’t seen who did the washing in Myrkheimr but it must have been pixies. Sparkles showered off the clothes when he flicked them out straight. The cotton smelled like overripe fruit.

      The scent trailed him through the halls of Myrkheimr, much less oppressive than the dread he also couldn’t shake. It had nothing to do with the threesome during Rage’s concert. Leander had a lot of feelings about that. None were dread.

      This felt like his instincts were shouting at him.

      “Or I’m going crazy,” he said, jogging down the steps to the Raven Knights’ training yard. “I’ve started talking to myself like Allene does.”

      Keane was in the yard, as expected. He was easily distinguished from the rest of the Knights by his hulking mass. The rising sun bathed him in rainbow hues that slid over the arched swells of his traps, creating rippling shadows between his muscular valleys with every motion. He looked like a statue halfway bigger than a human should have been with none of the surreal glow that most sidhe emitted.

      That was because Keane wasn’t a sidhe, but some other kind of gaean—a forseti, he said. He was oriented by a sense of justice the way sidhe were oriented by intimacy. Keane claimed that he could see the balance on a man’s soul, but Leander was skeptical. Mostly because Keane thought Leander’s soul was clean.

      Oblivious to being watched, Keane stopped doing drills with his stave to offer advice to another Knight. At that distance, Leander could only imagine Keane’s relaxed features and easy-going smile. It was his default. He was relaxed like this or dead serious. The only time Keane really came alive was when he looked at Allene, so his expression spoke volumes.

      Allene wasn’t there. Probably hadn’t been there all morning.

      “Damn,” Leander muttered, backtracking. He felt tight inside; his guts screwed up.

      Searching the common areas didn’t do him any good. Nobody had seen Allene since the night before.

      It took almost an hour before Leander stepped into the ballroom again—one of the last places he searched within Myrkheimr’s walls. The room had transformed since Rage performed a concert for his Court there. In the absence of floating lights, flashing fog, and other atmospheric glamours, it was only a sweeping hall that drew Leander inexorably toward its balcony. The place where Macsen had begged Rage to surrender Leander.

      The weather was calm, the ocean glassy. Every other Court in the Middle Worlds was theoretically accessible across that ocean. Nobody had ever survived the journey.

      But it was not the view Leander zeroed in on.

      It was a single black petal resting on the stones.

      Potted flowers decorated the balcony’s edge, but none of them were black.

      Leander had only ever seen petals like that grown on flowers in Macsen’s garden.

      The magical flowers. The ones he grew with charms tangled in the roots—a technique they’d stolen from the Summer Court. Macsen must have left one behind when he spoke to Rage. He was brilliant enough to do it.

      And now Leander knew what had happened to Allene.
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      As near as Allene could tell, she had been imprisoned in a cell underneath the True Kingdom’s island fortress for at least twelve hours. She had peed in a bucket three times. Her stomach was growling. It was difficult but not impossible to sleep on an empty stone floor, though it had left her with a stiff neck. Getting preternatural powers by Rebirthing as a sylph hadn’t spared her that discomfort.

      Of course, it was hard to tell time in a place without windows. Allene had lived enough fear for two lifetimes since Macsen and Morgause had abandoned her behind a locked door.

      On the other side of fear waited boredom.

      “This sucks,” Allene said aloud, arms crossed behind her head as a really disappointing pillow substitute. She had been alternating lying on the floor while regretting her life with standing while regretting her life and then, occasionally, when she was really feeling wild, sitting upright while regretting her life. Allene was currently at the horizontal phase. “I can’t believe I screwed a guy and got kidnapped by him in the same night. I can’t wait to complain to Iona about this.”

      Talking to herself was a habit Allene had picked up as a scavenger. She’d lived and worked alone in the suburbs of post-apocalypse Portland for about two years. Allene had learned to be her only source of conversation, since self-isolation was as good for loneliness as it was for survival.

      Apparently her time scavenging had been good training for being held captive. Allene was never without good conversation, no matter how scared or bored.

      “I’m really bored,” she added.

      Allene sat up with a sigh, spreading her hands in front of her again. She was wearing a heavy black ring that Keane had enchanted with a glamour. It meant she didn’t look anything like a sylph. Her skin was convincingly peach-toned, and her fingernails were just a shade bluer, the way they’d always been.

      “Pop,” Allene said, tugging the ring off.

      The flower pattern spread across her skin…then ached, faltered, and shrank. Lifting the glamour also lifted the wards helping manage her powers. When they stretched out, she touched the True Kingdom’s magics, and it hurt.

      Damn.

      She put the ring back on and sulked within the human glamour.

      If the room had only been stone, Allene could have broken out. She didn’t know much about her sylph powers yet, but she knew one thing: she couldn’t use them in the True Kingdom’s dungeon. A circle of iron had been embedded in the floor. Iron was poison for sidhe. It left Allene feeling crampier than the days before her period and crankier than the time she’d been arrested for trespassing. Two days in a post-apocalypse jail before she figured out how to break out had left her with a serious grudge against imprisonment.

      She stood to pace the room again and her toe connected with a card. She kicked it across the room.

      “Whoa.” There hadn’t been a card on the floor earlier. There hadn’t been anything beside the increasingly odorous pee-bucket and iron circle.

      Allene bent to pick it up but drew her fingers back before touching. She recognized the elaborate pattern on its back.

      It was a tarot card.

      One of those tarot cards.

      “No way.” Allene had Rebirthed as a sylph because she found another such tarot card—the Knave of Blades. They were said to be courtesy notifications from God Himself. A sign that one of the sidhe was undergoing a divine trial. Queen Titania herself had told Allene that tarot cards were the path to absolute salvation or destruction, and her experience seemed to bear out that theory. The Knave had changed Allene’s life. It had given her love. It had led her to Leander. That card should have been in Myrkheimr, safely tucked away in her room.

      Allene turned this card over.

      The art was different than she expected. It showed an armored man wearing a heavy cape and an inverted cross necklace. One of his gauntlets was lifted toward a butterfly while his eyes widened with wonder. In fact, he was so awe-struck that he didn’t notice his sword had cracked a pile of skulls, crushing caterpillars with the shards.

      It wasn’t the Knave of Blades at all. It was a new card marked with the words Priest of Skulls.

      “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me,” Allene said. The last card had looked like Leander. It wasn’t coincidence that the Priest looked like Macsen.

      The trials by God always ended in mating. Always. Every single witch who had received a tarot card before Genesis had mated and then Rebirthed as a sidhe.

      “I’m not going to fall in love and mate with that guy. No way,” Allene said, shooting a stink eye up at a sky she couldn’t see. “There has to be some mistake.”

      Her cell door squealed open.

      Allene jolted at the sound of its rusty hinges. She leaped back, pressing herself into the corner. The card fell to the ground. She didn’t worry about losing it. Getting rid of the cards was impossible, since their magic was obnoxiously persistent about sticking close to her.

      Three men entered her cell. Allene didn’t recognize any of them, though they must have been sidhe since they stepped carefully around that iron band. Their shine dulled when they approached. Each of them outweighed Allene by at least a hundred pounds of muscle.

      Allene would have backed up further if she could but there was nowhere to go. “Let me guess, were you guys werewolves before Genesis?”

      “You’re a Raven Knight,” said Blue Skin, a guy who had bright-red hair and eyes like shards of ruby. “Aren’t you?”

      Allene put her hand with the ring behind her back even though she knew there was no point hiding it. “The Raven Knights are trying to recruit me,” she said lightly. “I only just Rebirthed as a sylph.”

      “I told you she’s one of them.” That came from Wings, a man with a pair of double dragonfly wings emerging from his scaly shoulder blades. He wore a kilt and had knives hanging from his belt.

      “I’m Allene Whelan,” she said, trying to catch someone’s gaze. Trying to make them see her as a person. “I used to be a scavenger. And a gas station attendant. Now you know me, who are you?”

      “Did you hear about a guy named Rob?” asked Blue Skin. “If you’re new, you might not have. Rob was a nice guy. Big ol’ gille dubh.” The same thing as Leander.

      “What happened to Rob?” Allene asked. The hostile sidhe fanned out. From corner to corner, the cell was only five steps long, so they left her nowhere to move. She was pinned to the corner.

      “Rob died,” said Blue Skin, “and a Raven Knight killed him.”

      Allene leaned an inch to the left so she could see between their shoulders to the open door. The hallway on the other side was unfinished, with exposed studs and electrical wiring winding through the insulation. Voices echoed around the corner. Even if Allene managed to give these three the slip, there would be more men waiting to catch her.

      Yet again, she was in a position where physical fighting wasn’t an option. She couldn’t fight Macsen without making him stronger. She couldn’t fight these men and win.

      Her mouth was better at getting her into trouble than out of it, but it was the only defense she had left. “I’ve never killed anyone. I’m pretty sure I’m just being held captive for political reasons.” Not that she was certain. Neither Macsen nor Morgause had been interested in talking to her. “But I am so sorry for the loss of your friend. Sincerely. Things have been hard enough since Genesis without all the fighting.”

      “Shut up,” said the third guy, Ham Hands. He was wide and leathery with the biggest paws she’d ever seen on a sidhe. His thick fingers were tipped by stubby nails.

      Metal jingled. Fear thrilled through Allene.

      The men extracted chains from their pockets and a couple of switchblades. Blue Skin had a handgun. That was the scariest of all. If there were iron bullets in the gun, they could kill her.

      “I told you, I never knew Rob,” Allene said, and now her voice was trembling. “I haven’t hurt anybody.”

      They didn’t seem to hear her, nor did they seem to care.

      Blue Skin lunged.
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      Leander found Keane talking to the king in the medical ward. An indoor waterfall flowed down one wall with glowing honey. The ivy growing betwixt the arches shivered as if it wanted to uncoil, drooping down like jungle pythons looking for lunch. The king, Rage, was sitting lazily on the edge of the bed, looking mildly annoyed while a healer tended to him.

      Keane seemed surprised to see Leander storming their way. “What’s wrong?”

      “Allene is gone,” Leander said, breathless. “The True Kingdom took her. Let’s go.”

      Rage dropped to his feet. “How?”

      Leander handed the black flower to Keane. Anger and concern played over his features as he touched its petals, seeing the magic that had grown within the bud. “A trap,” Keane said, showing the flower to Rage.

      “We’ve got to go to the island,” Leander said. “Hit them hard. Get her back.”

      He’d fully expected Keane to be as angry as him. He’d thought they would have to talk the royal family into helping, but that they’d do it together. Instead, Keane yanked the magic out of the flower, crushed its petals in his fist, and disposed of both in the waterfall.

      “We won’t do anything,” Rage said. “We’ve already talked to the Office of Preternatural Affairs. They’re launching an investigation against the True Kingdom. We’ll make diplomatic advances, but we can’t let conflict interrupt the investigation.”

      “An investigation?” The OPA was a government agency. An investigation might take years. “We have to go now!”

      Chill wind blasted from Rage. The ivy shivered. The rafters creaked, squealing to get away from the hospital ward. “Remember who you’re talking to.” The color had gone out of his eyes, leaving widening irises that bored through Leander. “We’ll do exactly what I want to do.”

      Leander had stood up to Morgause’s tantrums. It had done nothing to prepare him for Rage going full sidhe. The king shed his humanlike skin as easily as a leather jacket, and the creature within only resembled a human. It towered in the room, dark and infinite.

      The room twisted like a hurricane with Rage at its heart. Leander couldn’t stand. He struck his knees, head aching, and gritted his teeth against the pain. He shouldn’t have been so susceptible to another sidhe’s glamour, but then, he’d never met a sidhe so powerful before.

      “I’m sorry,” Leander said, bowing his head. He didn’t have a choice. He felt like Rage’s powers were smashing him into the floor, which was growing hungry green vines to claw at his legs. “I shouldn’t have talked like that.”

      “He’s worried about Allene,” Keane said. His voice was normal. Either Rage’s power was only focused on Leander, or Keane simply wasn’t susceptible. “He signed into her cabal yesterday.”

      Rage still didn’t relent. His pride had been wounded one too many times. “Should I investigate you for her disappearance, Leander? You’re the most obvious suspect. Maybe you knew I was trying to hone a new weapon against Macsen and wanted to get in the way.”

      Leander fought to lift his head against the power, staring into the endless boreholes of Rage’s eyes. “I would never hurt Allene. I love her.”

      Only then did the king begin to subside.

      The room resettled itself. Rage flipped his chin-length hair indignantly, sweeping it out of his face—because he did have a normal face again. His fingernails were human-shaped and black. His chest was covered in tattoos. “Don’t forget your place.”

      “I won’t.” Leander scratched at his legs as he stood. The vines had released him, but it felt like they’d left spines in his skin.

      “We have to let the OPA conduct their investigation.” Keane’s sharp features were tight. “This is a delicate situation, politically speaking.”

      “How is it complicated? They attacked us in public. They took Allene.” Leander searched Keane’s face for a hint of agreement but found none. “There’s nobody in any of the Middle Worlds who would say those bastards haven’t earned an invasion.”

      “The Autumn Court can’t invade anywhere on Earth,” Rage said. He turned to the healer, forgotten beside the bed while the king flexed his power. “I’m done.”

      “I haven’t finished regrowing your wrist bones,” the healer said. Rage had gotten only slightly beaten while escaping the True Kingdom
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