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Because to remain still was not in her nature, Ena paced across the manicured lawn. Her father, Bran, had transported her and the two young ones to the edge of the White Court—and now they’d been forced to wait.

“Shh, little one. Everything will be fine, I promise,” Bran said, trying to comfort the distressed child he held in his arms.

Ena watched her father kiss the dark-haired girl’s wet cheeks and wondered if such tender attention to one so young would have any lasting effect. Would it make Mary more trusting, sweeter-natured, or happier? Seeing her father act thus also prompted Ena to wonder if he’d ever done the same for her after a similar fit of temper. But try as she might, she could not recall such an instance. Perhaps the reason lay in the fact that she, his true daughter, was more a mistake than the human–fey child he currently consoled.

Ena looked away, and her eyes fell on Ethan, the toddler’s twin. Unlike his sensitive sister, Ethan seemed oblivious to the changes occurring around him. Everything within the Dark Court had changed now that Hueil sat on the unseelie throne.

“Ethan, leave the toad alone,” Ena chided the boy child. Hearing his name, Ethan looked up, stick in hand, and smiled at her. Undeterred by her scowl or tone, he then went back to his game of poke-the-toad.

Her father set his burden down, pointed to Ethan, and whispered into the girl’s ear. After Mary had scampered to join her brother, he stood and murmured, “No need to be harsh, Ena. Let the boy play.”

Ena whirled on him. “Why are you letting Hueil do this? The Unseelie Court has always maintained pleasure dens. He can’t just end the practice overnight!” She pointed to the children, who were still distracted by the toad’s attempts at escape. “If he wants to ban the procurement of new enchanted, let him, but these little ones will one day reach maturity, and then they’ll be of value to the House of Caw. Why do we have to set the example? The Seelie Court is only going to transport them into the human realm and abandon them there. Or worse, some other unseelie house will find them and benefit from our careful breeding program.”

Her father, his patience with her clearly at an end, growled back, “We have been through this, Ena!” Then, in a more tolerant tone, “It is done. Accept the new state of affairs. The House of Caw will retain only enough enchanted to see to the menial tasks of food preparation and cleaning. I kept your favorite pet; what more do you want from me?”

“But the pleasure den was my inheritance!” she shouted back. It was so unfair, Ena thought. The den was the one area in her life that demanded a semblance of respect from other fey. If unseelie wanted entertainment at the House of Caw, they first had to deal with her. More often than her father was aware of, she’d extorted more coin than necessary for entry—a satisfying payback for being openly shunned.

“Let this go, Ena,” Bran snapped.

Both Mary and Ethan were now watching them wide-eyed. The toad, recognizing its chance for escape, hastily disappeared under a nearby hedge.

Turning from her to the twins, Bran forced a smile. “Go on and play, little ones. Ena is in one of her moods. Don’t worry; I’ll protect you from her.”

Glaring at her father, Ena grumbled, “That’s not funny.”

Her father’s amber eyes moved from the children to settle on her again. “Then moderate your tone, so as not to scare the children.”

“It was your bark that frightened them,” Ena replied. She found it so hard to let go of any argument once it had started.

Her father took a deep breath, held it for a heartbeat, and then exhaled loudly. It was something he often did when speaking with her. After a moment of silence, he said, “King Melwas left behind a crippled court. It is drunk with self-indulgence. Your new king, my brother, wants the unseelie race to rediscover that there is pride in something other than how much liquor we can consume, pleasure we can have, blood we can spill, or trouble we can cause the seelie. Hueil believes that giving up the dens will go a long way in repairing the rift between us and the White Court.”

“It will take more than abolishing the dens to satisfy the self-righteous seelie,” Ena replied. She then tried to smile at the girl child, but the result was far from convincing. Once again, Mary looked close to tears. Ena turned to her father. “But what am I supposed to do? You know I hate court. I despise the constant posturing.” Ena felt completely out of place at court. Even the fey who didn’t know her well could sense that there was something different about her. There were whispers that her blood wasn’t pure. Though Ena had heard the ugly rumors, no one had yet to accuse Bran outright. But that was only because her father was a powerful ancient: a member of the warrior caste, one of the few warriors to survive King Melwas’s bloody purge, and the eldest brother to the newly crowned unseelie king.

“Come with me and train with our caste’s warriors. The dragon in you will like the challenge,” her father offered.

“No,” she said, dismissing the unusual offer. “Your task of turning the males of our caste into a unified fighting force will be hard enough without the added burden of me.”

“You are no burden, Ena.”

“I am a secret you keep. The gossip about me has grown bolder, now that so many unseelie have naught to do to entertain themselves. Give it time.” Ena pointed toward the children, who were preoccupied with a new game of their own making. “Soon I will be like Ethan’s toad.”

Bran grimaced. “Not once have I regretted claiming you as my child, Ena.”

“But you have never told anyone who my mother is.”

“She would not want it.”

“Of that I am sure. I am her shame.”

Regret briefly appeared on her father’s face, and his eyes slid from her to the twins rolling in the grass. “Do not judge her. Her world is different from ours. The dragons do not forgive weakness—of any kind.”

Though it was hard for her, Ena let the argument drop. It was an old disagreement, as was the pain. She’d been only a year older than the twins when her mother had abandoned her on her father’s doorstep. Perhaps if she had been younger, the memory would have faded. But, alas, it had not.

“Ethan...Mary...come here,” Bran called. Crouching down, he held his arms wide in invitation.

Ena watched as the children scrambled to their feet and ran toward her father. Like puppies, they flung themselves at him. Scooping both of them up in his arms, he settled each on a hip before standing.

There was sudden discharge of energy in the air, and a chill made Ena’s skin prickle uncomfortably. “The seelie guardians are coming,” Ena mumbled, seeing two figures materialize a short distance away. One was dressed in the blue robes of a healer, the other in the green and gold uniform of the Queen’s Guard.

“Let them come. Mary and Ethan are the last two we have to relinquish.”

Ethan turned in Bran’s grasp and reached his arms out to Ena. She hesitated but then acquiesced and took him from her father. Once settled on her hip, Ethan hugged her neck tightly. As the male and female seelie drew nearer, Ena whispered into the dark hair pressed tightly against her cheek, “Don’t be afraid, little one. You have a warrior’s heart, an unseelie heart. Today is only the beginning of a new adventure.”

“Kind words for an unseelie,” the female healer observed. “It is refreshing to find an unseelie who pretends to care about the lives they have ruined.”

Bran grabbed Ena’s arm, forestalling her biting retort. Speaking for the Caw family and ignoring the seelie female entirely, he addressed the guardsman. “These two are the last offspring produced from our den.”

“And the remaining enchanted?” the female pressed.

“Sold as servants to families within the noble caste,” Bran lied. Not all the enchanted had been sold. Some had been given as rewards to Bran’s best warriors. Again, Bran addressed the guardsman. “The den is no more, as instructed by the unseelie king.”

Not satisfied with Bran’s offering of the twins, the healer spoke up again. “We require all the humans you have broken. Is it not enough to entertain yourselves with your own kind? Must you also rut with humans?”

Bran’s expression hardened, and he glared at the presumptuous she-fey. “You will have to take up your inquiry with the king. Thus far, he has not restricted whom I fuck, except for the enchanted inside my own den. Be grateful for what concessions my king has offered.”

“Enough, Elva,” the guardsman commanded. “Let us take the children and go.” He then held out his empty hands to Bran.

Bran kissed Mary’s forehead before giving the child to the guardsman.

Ethan, beginning to grasp what was happening, howled, “No! I love my Ena!” Mary was crying again, despite the gentle stroking of her ebony hair by the seelie female.

“Ethan, I need you to be brave and let go of my neck.” Ena reached inside the child’s mind to calm his fears. She then slowly pried the chubby arms from her neck. Mentally, she told him, I will keep an eye on you, Ethan. And before you know it, you will have grown big and strong. On that day, my little warrior, I will come retrieve you.

“Promise?”

“Aye. I promise,” Ena lied. It was more likely that he would be lost to her, his worth squandered on a race unable to appreciate his value or understand the magick that flowed in his blood. He would be an outsider, shunned by both human and fey alike. Ena allowed the healer to ease the boy out of her arms.

With the twins in their grasp, the two seelie retreated, folded space, and vanished.

Once they were alone again, Ena heard her father sigh. Whether he would admit it or not, Ena knew he disliked the idea of closing the den. Yet what were they to do? Their entire future now lay with Hueil’s remaining on the unseelie throne.

“At least Melwas is dead,” Ena offered.

Bran turned his eyes to her. “Aye, but there are others who covet your uncle’s crown. And we still wait for word from the West.”

Her father said the word West like it held some kind of power. Searching for other ancients, when Hueil already had her father and Uncle Neb at his side, was sheer stupidity as far as Ena was concerned, but she kept her misgivings to herself.

“Do you need an escort home?”

“No,” she snapped, her ever-present temper crouching precariously close to the surface of her reply. However kind his intentions, Ena never liked being reminded of her limitations. Dragons flew, fey shifted; but being only half of anything was problematic. She could take dragon form and fly home, but shifting was a more efficient way to cover the distance. The catch was that she could shift only to places she had been before, hence the need for her father to escort her and the children to the edge of the Seelie Court.

Before her father could say anything more, Ena focused her mind on the place she felt most needed, and then she shifted.
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He knew he was in danger of sobering, and sober was a state Crank had no intention of revisiting anytime soon; for with it came the memories, the guilt, and the unending pain. He reached for the bottle, brought it to his lips, and greedily gulped down the liquid. The alcohol burned his throat, but it was a price he’d willingly pay if it meant he could stay numb for just a little while longer.

For a fey of his age and rejuvenating ability, remaining intoxicated and numb to the realities that his failure had wrought was a constant battle. As soon as he lowered the nearly empty bottle to his side, Crank knew the brew had not done its job. He was too late. Arthur’s pitiful image bloomed inside his mind, and his torment began anew.

“Bloody fool,” Crank mumbled at the face that only he could see. “Why the bloody fook did it have to be me?” he roared.

Again, Crank relived the moment his sword had pierced his friend’s body, slicing muscle and splitting bone until it had skewered his king’s heart like a toad on a stick. Sickened, he brought the bottle to his lips once again and drank until no more liquid remained.

During Arthur’s reign, Crank had been known by his true name, Naf. Those had been heady times, he recalled through the fog of the alcohol. He had been King Arthur’s most loyal defender and closest friend. He’d been great once—a warrior with no equal, his name whispered in hushed tones, his deeds recorded as if he were a god. But after Arthur’s abduction, Crank’s life had turned into a living nightmare.

He’d searched for his beloved king everywhere, including the forbidden god-realm. Even when others had lost hope, Crank’s faith had never wavered. He was the best of the best, and so, despite the passing centuries, he’d kept searching, nursing a hope that eventually he would find Arthur.

Crank closed his eyes and remembered the day Sel had asked for his help. The young captain had been given knowledge of Arthur’s location. Such happy happenstance had been a boon to Crank, a reward for remaining true, for believing in a dream that others had long since abandoned.

With Sel and the help of the young captain’s mate, Crank had freed his king from the prison in which Melwas had locked him three thousand years earlier. But instead of basking in the joy of finding his king, all had turned to shit in an instant. Crank had been unable to convince his old friend to return with him to Tir na nÓg.

Then the curse placed on him by the goddess Arianrhod had overtaken him and, in a fit of madness crafted by the gods, Crank had murdered his king. Adding to his nightmare, the foul deed had in turn caused the death of Queen Gwenhwyfar, Arthur’s true mate—and the only woman Naf had ever loved. It was then that Crank abandoned everything he’d ever held dear, his true name, his oaths, his honor. 

“Forgive me, Gwen,” he sobbed, his grief trapping him as securely as a cell door. Where Gwen’s sweet voice used to echo inside his mind, now only stark silence remained. She never came to him, never appeared in ghostly form to ease his pain. Only Arthur’s image followed him like a specter, ready to die over and over again at his hand, a reminder of the unpardonable crime he’d committed.

With all his strength, Crank hurled the bottle he’d been clutching across the great hall. It hit a corner of the broken and overturned banquet table and shattered, spraying the floor with glass. The bottle had not been the first item he’d thrown, nor would it be his last. Debris littered every corner of every room. Castle Tearmann, once his home and then Gwenhwyfar’s sanctuary, now housed a madman.

For months, Crank had wandered the corridors of Tearmann like a wounded bear, sating his anger with mindless destruction. The smell inside the hall was awful, even to him. The place reeked of rotten food, piss, and vomit. Crank caught a whiff of his own stink and then retched on the floor. With hands braced on knees, he heaved until nothing remained in his stomach. Head still spinning, he spat what remained inside his mouth onto the floor and concentrated on his labored breathing.

His days and nights now ran together. Only the cycle was the same: drink until he passed out, wake up to retch, sober up long enough to repulse even himself, and then drink some more. What he did during those blissful moments of utter blackness was a mystery to him. Over time, however, it had also become apparent to Crank that those periods of oblivion were growing shorter in duration, and the state of peaceful darkness was getting harder for him to achieve.

Wanting to be done with his wretched existence altogether, he’d turned to the one sure solution: poison. But the iron, which was deadly to all fey, had merely left him sick and weaker than was normal. The gods, it seemed, were intent on prolonging his suffering.

Crank wiped the spittle from his chin with a trembling hand. His amber eyes searched for another container of spirits to consume. “Fook the gods,” he grumbled to himself and the ever-present memory of his king.

An owl hooted from the safety of the hall’s rafters.

Glancing up, Crank glared at the two birds he saw. Squinting at first, he then shut one eye and succeeded in melding the two birds into one. “Be gone with ye!” he bellowed. “Tell that bitch you call Mother that I will fuckin’ kill all of ye bloody bastards!” Gathering what power he could in the palm of his hand, Crank threw a ball of blue fire at the winged demon.

Before the energy ball could make contact, Blodeuwedd, the spring goddess, vanished as if she’d never been. The beam she had perched upon shattered when the energy ball hit it. The remaining beams spanning the ceiling groaned as yet another support fell in pieces onto the floor.

Crank ignored the destruction around him. He was alone again, just himself and the pain-wracked face of Arthur that forever hovered at the edges of his thoughts. Spotting a likely jug, Crank swayed as he climbed to his feet. Pausing first to scratch his arse through his rumpled kilt, he worked his way across the stone floor, which tilted like a ship under his feet. When he was close enough to his goal, he deliberately planted his booted feet wide on the still-moving floor. He took a deep breath and then slowly bent down to pick up the jug.

The earthenware was at least half full of liquid. “Ahh,” he exclaimed as he straightened. He uncorked the opening and sniffed. Only a little disappointed, he announced to Arthur, “Mead.” Spilling some of the honey-brewed beer down his chin, he took a long swig from the lip of the jug. Pausing to take a breath, he then belched.

“Dumb fook,” he mumbled, addressing Arthur’s receding face. “I would have slain death itself to return you to her.”

But now it was too late, his conscience responded. Arthur and Gwen were gone from this world, and he was alone. A tear rolled down his cheek. Or perhaps it was a drop of sweat; he felt clammy and cold most days now. It seemed he was too old to die and too dead to live. All that  remained to him was an endless abyss the gods called time.

* * *
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A HEARTBEAT LATER, Ena materialized inside the empty den. Mary, one of only three enchanted her father had retained, was waiting for her return as instructed.

“Mary,” Ena addressed her pet by name. “Bring me something to eat. I will be at my father’s desk.” She caressed the human’s bare arm with her fingertips to deliver the endorphins that her pet craved. It was this chemical cocktail, produced by her race and as natural as sweating, that acted like a drug on the enchanted, eradicating any self-will. Euphoria quickly turned Mary’s anxious eyes dreamy. “Do this because it pleases me,” Ena prompted. That was code for “Get your ass moving.” Any hesitation on Mary’s part would prompt a painful correction by Ena. This was how all the enchanted were trained.

The pretty young woman smiled with pleasure and turned away to do Ena’s bidding.

Satisfied by her pet’s compliance, Ena strolled down the marbled central hall, past the various gilded, empty rooms that, sadly, were no longer needed for entertaining. Coming to the only door on the main floor, she took a key from her pocket, slipped it into the lock, and turned. Pushing down on the gold handle, Ena let herself into what had become a kind of sanctuary for her. Her father’s heavy wooden desk dominated the space. Every item in the room had been precisely placed, for Ena found comfort in her things being well ordered. Wearily, she moved to take the seat behind the ornate desk.

“Now what?” she asked herself. What was she going to do with all the empty hours in her day? Taking time to kick off her boots, Ena propped her feet on the desk’s edge and wiggled her toes. She then eased the tension out of one shoulder by stretching her neck and massaging the knot that had formed as she had waited to transfer the little ones into the hands of the seelie.

There was a knock.

While still sliding her hand over a recent injury to her shoulder, she called to the servant on the other side of the door, “Come in, Mary.” The bite to her shoulder had healed quickly, but the injury had also left behind a distinctive scar—a mark she prudently kept hidden from her father.

The door swung open. The enchanted, who was also mother to the twins Ethan and Mary, stood holding a silver tray.

“Thank you. You may set it down here.” Ena pointed, lowering her feet to the floor. It was important to be very clear while instructing the enchanted; ambiguity easily confused them. It was for this reason that Bran had forbidden Mary to remember her own children. And because pleasing the fey was an enchanted’s only goal, Mary felt no distress at having her children given away. 

Ena watched as Mary set the tray down and then stepped back to await the command.

Sometimes Ena envied the simplicity of the enchanteds’ existence. To please was their only goal. If they did, they experienced unimaginable pleasure. If they didn’t, they suffered—sometimes to the point of death. Most learned quickly, and at least in the House of Caw, the humans were treated well. No single enchanted attended more than one fey at a time. Rules were strictly followed, fines set, and a seelie healer paid a handsome sum to mend the injured and tend the few who were allowed to bear offspring.

“Mary, come and hold out your hand.” Ena beckoned the human forward with a simple crook of her finger. The well-trained pet promptly complied. Taking hold of the enchanted’s outstretched hand, Ena held it for a moment. The pleasurable contact was enough to satisfy Mary’s craving, but Ena heightened the effect by gently entering Mary’s mind.

After a moment more, Ena watched Mary’s eyes roll back in her head. When the human swayed, Ena let go and withdrew her attention from the pleasure centers of her pet’s mind. “Now go find your bed and rest. I will call you when I have need of you,” Ena instructed, dismissing her.

A little weak in the knees, Mary hurried to let herself out, closing the door silently behind her.

Bran had often chided Ena for doing what she had just done. He’d warned that the extravagance on Ena’s part would someday spoil the human. “Nonsense,” she proclaimed to an empty room. She had spent more time than her father inside the human realm and had a better understanding of the species than he. Much had changed since his last visit, in the sixth century. Humans now greatly outnumbered the fey. So, should her father prove correct in his assumptions, replacing Mary was not an issue—provided Ena could somehow skirt Uncle Hueil’s new ban. She dearly loved the thrill of the hunt.

Suddenly restless with the need to hunt, Ena found it hard to remain seated. To distract herself from the oppressive silence, Ena methodically ate her noonday meal. It was nothing imaginative or special, just seared beef and boar and a few slices of cheese. No fruit or vegetables marred the platter. Discovering she was hungrier than usual, she ate with gusto—the meat first because that was what the dragon in her craved most. When she was done, she pushed back from the platter, cleaned her hands on the warm, damp cloth Mary had provided, and yawned.

Another limitation of being only part fey, her need for sleep now surged to the forefront. Apparently, full-blooded dragons slept nearly eight hours a day; the younger ones required more. Thankfully, Ena could get by with only six—any less made her cranky. With nothing pressing to do, she rose to her feet and yawned widely again.

An oppressively sweet aroma filled the room, so dense that it seemed to coat Ena’s throat.

“Be careful, something might fly out.”

Ena snapped her mouth shut and stared at the goddess who stood on the other side of the desk. She’d materialized without warning, dressed in human garb: cutoff shorts and a tie-dyed T-shirt. Unable to stop herself, Ena yawned, this time not quite so widely.

The blonde goddess giggled.

Snapping her mouth shut a second time, Ena glared at the goddess. “What do you want, Blodeuwedd?” she demanded, her tone biting.

The goddess’s perfect blonde eyebrow rose, her blue eyes unwavering. “I have a task for you.”

“Not interested.” Ena fought against her next yawn, and this time she was successful in stifling it.

“You aren’t busy.” Blodeuwedd looked around the empty room before settling her gaze on Ena again. “There is a message I want you to deliver to...”

“Deliver it yourself,” Ena interrupted.

“No, I think you will do it for me.”

Ena scoffed. “No, I won’t. No good has ever come to those who get involved with the games the gods play.”

Blodeuwedd stamped her small foot on the rug. “Do this! I demand it!”

“Or what? You’ll shower me with flower petals? Go find another life to tamper with.” Ena knew she was pushing her luck talking to the goddess in this fashion, but she hoped that, for once, being half dragon would be a good thing, not a limitation. Dragons didn’t mate for life. Their hearts were too well protected or too cold to forge such a bond. Blodeuwedd was a notorious matchmaker, inside and outside the fey courts. According to rumor, she’d brought Hueil and Sinnie together. And now Uncle Neb had shown up with a true mate by his side. Blodeuwedd’s presence could only mean trouble for Bran. And Ena had no intention of losing the one fey in her life who could actually stand to be around her.

“Neb said you were difficult.” The spring goddess shook her golden curls, petals falling to the floor beside her bare feet. “It is a simple errand. Just whisper a name into an ear and leave.”

“Why can’t you do this?”

“I have been forbidden to help him.”

To successfully refuse a god was a tricky business. “Who forbade you?” Ena asked as she searched for a way out of the situation.

Blodeuwedd chewed her bottom lip, her small hand fidgeting with a lock of hair. “I lied. The errand is dangerous. He will try to kill me if he sees me again.”

Surprised by the abrupt confession, Ena heard herself ask, “Are you afraid?”

Taking a moment to look offended, the goddess hesitantly admitted, “Kinda.”

The notion that a god could fear someone intrigued Ena. It would be worth the danger to get a look at the fey who could successfully intimidate Blodeuwedd. Perhaps she could learn the skill and protect her father from the spring goddess’s meddling. Ena reached for her boots.

“Where?” 

“North of here. I can take you,” Blodeuwedd said in a rush.

Ena hesitated, her judgment now tempering her swelling curiosity. “You aren’t lying to me, are you?” Her sleepiness had been dispelled for a time, but she didn’t want to find herself in unfamiliar surroundings when it returned. And return it would.

A long-suffering sigh escaped the goddess’s lips. “No, Ena.”

The sigh was a sound Ena was accustomed to hearing, as was the deep breathing that accompanied her father’s patience-gathering. Taking a calculated risk, Ena announced, “I will do this for you on one condition.” She pulled one boot on, and then the other.

“What?”

Ena hesitated for the weight it might give her next words. “That you promise to never—ever—match my father with anyone.”

The spring goddess tilted her head to the side as if thinking. She then smiled like a small child who’d received a great prize. “Done!” she brightly declared.

It seemed too easy to Ena, a promise too quickly given. “You swear,” she said, straightening.

“Yes.”

Ena narrowed her eyes at the accommodating goddess standing before her. After a minute of silence, she gave up trying to read something into the happy expression staring back. “Fine. How do we do this?”

Blodeuwedd clapped her hands excitedly. “I take you, point you in the direction you need to go, and then when you find him, you give him the name. Afterward, you are free to leave. Easy peasy, nothing to it.”

Knowing it couldn’t possibly be that simple, because nothing concerning the gods ever was, Ena rose from her chair and then gave her consent with a nod of her head.
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Without further explanation or warning, Blodeuwedd transported them from Bran’s office to the edge of a clearing that was ringed by dense forest. A fanciful castle dominated the clearing’s center. No flags or banners hung from the towers or ramparts to proclaim ownership.

“Is this it?” Ena asked. She didn’t know exactly where they were, but she could sense that it was quite a distance from where they had started. Returning home might prove difficult.

“Yes. He’s inside.”

“And I’m to simply walk in.” Ena watched for signs of duplicity in the goddess.

“Yes,” Blodeuwedd said, taking a step back so she stood beneath the shade of an oak.

“Where are you going?” Ena asked, her suspicions mounting.

“Nowhere.” The goddess shrugged as if the small gesture could erase the uncertainty Ena saw in Blodewedd’s expression.

Not completely trustful of the goddess at her back, Ena turned her head to contemplate the castle before her. It looked like something out of a child’s storybook. Gathering her ebony hair into a knot at the base of her neck, Ena squared her shoulders. “Give me the name,” she said, turning back toward her escort.

Blodeuwedd pointed at the castle. “He must have your full attention when you whisper it to him.”

“Fine. Give me the name.”

The giggling goddess was anything but giddy. She looked absolutely terrified, her blue eyes darting from place to place.

“I don’t have all day. What is it?” Ena demanded, her temper rising.

“No one else must hear you.”

What little patience Ena could claim to possess had long since evaporated. “Any more conditions? I am quickly changing my mind,” she warned.

Having come to some conclusion, the goddess rushed forward, whispered a common name into Ena’s ear, and then just as quickly dashed back under the oak’s canopy.

Slightly bewildered, Ena asked, “Is that it?”

Blodeuwedd nodded her head, confirming the human-sounding name.

All this fuss over some unknown human was beyond stupid, Ena thought. “I’ll be right back,” she told the goddess. Without glancing back to see if Blodeuwedd planned to wait for her return, Ena stalked forward to what appeared to be an entrance. It was not the main entrance but more like a hole in the outer stone wall.

The moment she stepped through the hole in the wall, she felt the presence of a magickal ward. It raised goose bumps along her skin, and its existence was Ena’s first hint that there was more to this task than Blodeuwedd had mentioned. Setting her misgivings aside, she quickly made her way across the open lawn that separated the outer wall from the keep. As she moved, her eyes scanned the high places for any signs of movement. Happily, she saw none.

Entering the next set of doors was easy, for they were only partially on their hinges; something or someone had blown them apart. Once past the splintered doorway, she headed down a narrow stone corridor. Her hunting instincts fully aroused, she had easily detected the disturbing odor as soon as she’d passed through the ward. The smell, which had begun only as the faint odor of decay as she crossed the lawn, had now grown into a much more powerful stench inside the corridor. Ena switched to breathing through her mouth instead of her nose to avoid gagging.

Relatively quickly, she passed beyond another set of doors and entered a great hall. A potent mix of bodily fluids and decaying food, the repulsive stench hung in the air like a noxious cloud. The room itself was in a total shambles; not even a horde of her father’s unruly warriors could cause so much damage. Ena gagged and clamped a hand over her mouth. Her hypersensitive dragon senses had been pushed past their limits.

“He’s passed out again,” a female voice called from the far side of the hall.

Ena’s eyes located the voice’s owner. She was a seelie, Ena guessed. Her platinum hair was pulled back into a single braid that lay over her shoulder. Bangs framed her face.

Ena swallowed the bile in her throat. She would not show weakness in front of this seelie. Yelling across the room, she demanded, “Who are you?”

The seelie scanned the wreckage, her nose pinched shut by a thumb and forefinger. She released her hold on her nose to respond to Ena’s query. “Tara. After Hueil took the throne, this sanctuary was no longer necessary.” She worked her way through the debris, picking up items as she went and breathing through her mouth as Ena was still doing. “I had nowhere else to go, so I stayed.” 

“And you live like this?” The seelie’s willingness to live in such filth disgusted Ena.  Who would choose to live like this? she asked herself.

“I’ve cleaned some of the rooms. I’ve even straightened this hall more than once, but he keeps destroying my efforts.” Finding a wooden bowl, Tara put all the unbroken items she’d collected into it.

“Where is he now?” Ena didn’t want to waste any more time talking to this idiot. Destruction on this scale had a reason behind it. Whoever he was, he didn’t need or want this pathetic and possibly lovesick seelie picking up after him.

“Somewhere in the castle,” she answered vaguely. After Ena glared at the seelie and allowed a bit more silence to pass between them, Tara added, “I have often found him passed out in Sel’s rooms. They are the only ones he has yet to...” she paused to wrinkle her nose.

“Retch in?” Ena offered.

Tara nodded.

“Which way?” The sooner she found cleaner air, the better, Ena thought.

Tara pointed toward an archway opposite the one Ena had entered.

Relieved to have a direction, Ena moved as quickly as she could through the debris in the hall with the hope that the new corridor might lead her to the one she sought. Putting as much distance as she could between her and the destroyed hall, Ena started to follow her nose. The castle was a maze. Each time she came to a new arch or doorway, she tested the air and chose any direction that promised fresher air.

After half an hour, Ena discovered she was breathing more easily, but she was also lost. Was she going around in circles? It was hard to tell; each corridor looked like the last. Silently she lectured herself: This is stupid; you should have never gotten yourself into this. 

After ten more minutes of wandering, she began to contemplate the dangers of abandoning the spring goddess’s task. Then, surprisingly, she happened upon the room that could only be Sel’s.

Long-time captain of the Queen’s Guard, Sel was known to be fastidious by nature, and the predominantly green room she’d finally stumbled upon reflected that propensity for order. Books lined the walls. There was no overturned furniture, no items broken, and thankfully no overwhelming aromas to make her gag.

Because the blond captain had always been something of an enigma to her, Ena took a few minutes to survey the room. She knew that Sel had taken an unseelie as his mate. Ena now wondered if Blodeuwedd had a hand in Sel and Princess Riona’s pairing. Or had Queen Gwenhwyfar forced him into the binding contract, as rumored, after the Mabon ceremony? Bran had said that the queen had punished Sel for the crime of beheading Calcus in open court.

While moving one of the chess pieces to a tactically better position on an abandoned board, she wondered aloud, “Who are you going to ask?” She thought about further probing her father on the subject, but she doubted that he’d want to revisit that particular brother’s failed attempt at taking the unseelie throne. Uncle Calcus had failed dramatically. And forced or not, Sel was now tied to the unseelie princess. Ena grinned to herself. But what really mattered was that, in the end, the House of Caw had gained control over the unseelie throne.

“Who the bloody hell are you?”

Startled by the half-growled male voice, Ena whirled to find a warrior bearing down on her—after a fashion. The huge unseelie was drunk, so his menacing steps were more of a stagger.

“I am a messenger of sorts. Apparently, everyone is afraid of the big bad unseelie who demolishes his own hall,” she taunted. Ena then quickly outmaneuvered the hulking bear of an unseelie by circling around a fortuitously placed settee. “So, I was sent.”

He paused in his awkward charge to glare down at her. Changing direction, he once more stumbled forward.

Ena had learned at a young age that bravado was an unseelie’s best defense when outmatched. And despite her brave words, Ena knew that this particular warrior had the power to end her life should he choose to. The air around him vibrated with currents of power that raised the hair on her arms. Regardless of his disheveled appearance, she sensed that he was one of those mysterious ancients her father and Bran hoped to locate. For her own safety, she made sure to keep the furniture between herself and the warrior.

“This is a bad idea,” Ena murmured to herself. Again, she wondered why she’d ever agreed to this foolish errand.

He bumped into the edge of the settee and then pitched forward. While trying to regain his balance, he inadvertently caught her arm. A surge of current passed between them, surprising them both.

Struggling to free herself, she tried to pry his fingers off her arm. “Let go,” she hissed.

He ignored her demand. If anything, he tightened his hold.

“Release me!” she screamed at him. Slowly, she watched his amber eyes rise from the meaty hand attached to her, travel up her arm, and settle on her face. A moment of clarity seemed to pass through him, sharpening his gaze. He then straightened to his full height, forcing Ena to tip slightly forward over the low couch.

“Who are you?” he growled.

Suddenly, he didn’t appear as inebriated as before. Alarmed, Ena tried again to pull her arm free, but she failed. His grip, though not painful, was as solid as a steel band around her forearm. Utterly frustrated, her panic turned to anger, and she hissed back, “The king’s niece! Now let me go!”

He hauled her forward over the back of the settee and kissed her.

Stunned by his swiftness, Ena did nothing but hang in his arms like a rag doll until the stink of his unwashed body reached her nose. Disgusted, she turned her head to break free of his lips and spat on the floor to rid herself of the awful taste inside her mouth. Then, before he could renew his intentions, she fought him.

* * *
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THE SMALL, DARK-HAIRED unseelie clawed and kicked at him. Like a demon she fought his hold. He was trying to be careful not to crush her fragile frame, so each time he was able to capture one hand, the other seemed to materialize from out of nowhere to claw at his face. From the second her lips had broken free of his, she’d screamed at him like a cat whose tail had been stomped on.

Her boot made contact with his shin, and then it landed hard atop his foot. Crank ignored the pain and grabbed for the free hand swiftly arcing toward him. He missed, and her nails raked the side of his face. He tried to capture the hand again. This time he succeeded, and he pinned both her hands behind her back.

With her claws temporarily of no use to her, she leaned forward and attempted to bite him. Seconds before she could sink her teeth into skin, Crank roughly pushed her away and into the settee’s cushions. “Enough!” he bellowed. He retreated several wobbly steps.

Still shrieking her outrage, the lavender-eyed she-fey sprang from the furniture to attack him again. Catching her by the wrists this time, Crank pushed her away again with a little more force. Then, before she could attack him a third time, he shifted, materializing inside the room’s open doorway. Stepping into the corridor, he slammed the heavy door shut. Hastily he laid his hand on the wood and wove a spell to seal the screaming banshee safely inside.

Taking a deep breath, he rested his pounding forehead on the oak door. His abrupt retreat had surprised her, that he’d read in her eyes. His heart was still racing, and the sound of rolling dice was slowly starting to fade from inside his head. But more to the point, the strange and painful encounter had brought him precariously close to sobriety.

“Who is she, Arthur?” Crank whispered against the wood. After a moment of thought, he added, “Why now? What are the bloody gods up to now?” Although he waited, no answer came from the silence that surrounded him. But then, even in life hadn’t all his conversations with Arthur been one-sided? Like partners, bitterness danced with Crank’s guilt.

Catching a whiff of his own scent, he wrinkled his nose. “Should I wash for my guest?” He chuckled at the imagined response only his ears could hear. “Aye, you are right. A bath is of little consequence when madness is the daily fare.”

Crank closed his eyes and saw the blade skewer his friend’s chest again. “A bath before drinkin’ because my fastidious king orders it... and the fairer sex demands it of us,” he added, as a tear slid down his cheek. Like waves in a never-ending storm, the grief inside him rose up to batter his heart and mind. Lost to the memories, Crank retreated down the corridor. He’d leave the question of the lavender-eyed she-fey for another time.
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Chapter 4
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Ena screamed and beat at the solid oak door for hours, but no one came to let her out. She tried shifting home but found herself unable to pass through the ward that kept her a prisoner inside the captain’s quarters.

Although she felt justified in having thrown a temper tantrum at being kissed without permission, Ena also realized that she’d put herself in terrible danger. The next time, if there was a next time, the nameless warrior might not retreat. He had possessed a frightening amount of power. And although his hauling her over the settee had been swift, his hold and kiss had been remarkably gentle. Upon inspection, her arms and wrists showed no bruising. Too bad his scent had repulsed her. Perhaps if he’d smelled better, the kiss might have resulted in something more pleasant than the fight between them.

“Thinking along those lines will only get you in more trouble,” Ena told herself. Rising from the chair nearest the fireplace, she stretched, then yawned. The weariness had returned.

Damn it, she thought. She then yawned again, this time widely enough to make her eyes water. After her tantrum had ended and she had realized that she was trapped, she had explored Sel’s quarters fully. She’d been pleased to discover a room containing a bed, and a door she could secure. It might not be strong enough to keep the warrior out should he choose to return, but then simply remaining out of sight might prove sufficient to avoid any more of his unwanted advances. Anyway, she had one other unusual defense should he happen to disturb her sleep.

Smiling to herself, Ena entered the bedchamber and latched the door behind her. The bed was large but not solid enough for what she intended. “Well, I hate to break the thing, but I don’t see any way around it,” she mused aloud. Shimmering, Ena traded her fey form for that of her dragon self.

As a dragon, she was roughly the size and weight of an elephant, larger than the bed could hold but far smaller than any full-blooded dragon. Being extra careful of her tail’s whereabouts in relation to the rest of the furniture in the room, and keeping her wings closely folded at her sides, Ena climbed onto the bed’s mattress. After all, one broken item of Sel’s was all she intended.

The bed frame moaned, then loudly cracked until it ultimately shattered under her weight. Pieces of polished wood now littered the floor like trees after a storm, a mattress at their center. Once the soft bed was relatively level underfoot, Ena turned in circles until she was able to curl herself into a ball, her chin naturally coming to rest upon her tail, her eyes aimed at the door—should it happen to open. She breathed a sigh, and a wisp of smoke escaped her nostrils to curl lazily upward. Readjusting one wing to a more comfortable position, Ena closed her eyes, finally giving into her body’s demand for sleep.

* * *
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LIKE A WRAITH, CRANK searched. Unable to find release through death, he searched without hope for something or someone who might possess the power to make him whole again.

He stumbled down the corridor toward Sel’s quarters, bottle in hand, only the erratic sound of sloshing liquid breaking the monotony of his aloneness. Earlier he had bathed under the gaze of his dying king. It had been important to wash, but the reason was now lost to him. His fuzzy brain simply couldn’t recall why his appearance would matter. He’d even gone so far as to don new clothing, abandoning his usual kilt for the leather breeches of his youth. His chest remained bare, his warrior tattoos marking arms, chest, and back. The black ink was shirt enough for any ancient born of the unseelie warrior caste.

He reached the door and pulled on the bolt to let himself in. The room was empty, as it should be—as all the rooms inside the castle were, now. He slammed the door closed behind him, turned, and then paused midstep. He could have sworn he’d trapped something inside this room. He closed his eyes for a moment to concentrate, but all he heard was Arthur’s distant voice muffled by the dark amber liquid he’d guzzled down. Unable to make out what his king was telling him, Crank followed the sound as best he could. Moving in time with the tilting floor, he made his way to the upholstered settee.

Again he paused, this time to catch his balance on the low arm of the furniture. Lavender eyes bloomed inside his mind. The intensity of the unusual color shocked him. Caught in the spell they cast upon his benumbed brain, he stared back. Slowly, a face emerged to frame the eyes. His memory then conjured the soft form of a girl, by all accounts a lovely lass to look upon. Crank swayed where he stood. Taking a deep breath, he blinked, but the lavender fire that swam at the forefront of his thoughts remained. 

“Finally,” he whispered. Now there’s something other than Arthur’s face to gaze upon, he thought to himself. Grateful that his imagination could still create something beautiful, Crank reached his hand out to touch the raven-haired girl.

It was at this point that his ears registered a low rumble coming from Sel’s bedchamber. With his arm still outstretched toward the tantalizing mirage, he listened and tried to make sense of the snore-like noise. Cocking his head to one side, Crank left the phantom lass for a moment to investigate.

He bumped his shin along the edge of the couch. 

“Bloody hell!” Readjusting his intended path, Crank carefully crossed the distance to the closed bedchamber doors.

He pushed against one door, but it would not give way. Upon closer inspection, he realized the doors were latched from the other side. Straining past the fog that clouded his thinking, Crank concentrated on the sound of heavy breathing coming from the other side. 

“What the hell is that?” he asked his newfound female companion. Like Arthur, she didn’t answer him but only stared. But unlike his king’s gaze, Crank found her silent regard decidedly more appealing. And because she was watching him now, he opted to demonstrate his craftiness—instead of breaking down the doors like the monster he was.

Retrieving a dagger from inside his right boot, he bent over to inspect the lock. He then slid the blade carefully into the crack between the two doors. Double-checking that he was directly below the latch, he gently pulled up until he felt the metal rod rise out of its cradle. Satisfied, he slowly pushed the doors open just a crack. Triumphant, he turned to smile at his female companion, but she had dissipated like smoke from a new-lit fire. Disappointed, he turned back to investigate the rumbling noise that had only grown louder since he had pushed the doors open.

It took Crank’s brain several minutes of mental acrobatics to understand what his eyes were showing him. There on the ruined bed lay the smallest dragon he had ever beheld. 

“Bugger me, a wee beastie.”

Curious, he stepped inside and closed the doors behind him as gently as he had opened them. He then looked down at the dagger in his hand. Too small, he thought. Perhaps a sword was in order. When he glanced up again to gauge what size weapon he would need to eradicate his newest pest, the beast readjusted its large head along its tail. One leathery lid cracked partially open, revealing a distinct shade of lavender underneath, then closed again. The beast’s snoring continued unabated.

The sound of rolling dice suddenly returned to ricochet inside Crank’s rather tender skull. His heart thundered in his chest, and the fog inside his mind began to clear at an alarming rate as utter sobriety barreled toward him.

“Nah, the color must be a trick of the light,” he told himself. The soft female image keeping him company—the one he wanted to embrace—and the reality lying on the bed a few feet away suddenly coalesced inside his mind. A clash of understanding hit and his knees buckled. Crank slid to the floor dumbfounded.

He did not know how long he sat on the floor staring at the little dragon. She continued to snore, unaware of or unconcerned by his presence. Yet, the longer he sat staring at her, the more confused he became. Finally, when time had processed enough of the alcohol out of his system, Crank reached out toward her with his mind to search for the answers he needed. Unfortunately, reading her mind was like reading a stone wall; it was utterly closed to him. He was disappointed, but he knew enough about dragons to suspect that it wasn’t just him. Her thoughts would be naturally protected from invasion. Except, that is, to a male of her choosing; in dragon society, it was the female who initiated courtship, not the male.

Yet, despite what his eyes were showing him and the condition of her dragonlike mind, she didn’t feel like a dragon to the rest of his senses, and that paradox he found exceedingly confusing. If she were dragonkind, she was by far the smallest of her race he’d ever seen. Hadn’t she claimed some kinship to the unseelie king—or had he imagined that entire conversation?

“Fook.” The thought of the unseelie throne and who might now possess it brought Arthur’s face to the forefront again. Suddenly, Crank’s mind dragged him back to Annwn. Again he watched Arthur falter, witnessed the borrowed sword falling away. He then felt his own blade push through the soft flesh of his friend.

Squeezing his forehead between his hands, his eyes shut and breathing hard, Crank desperately tried to recall the lavender color that seemed to possess the power to chase his tormentor away. 

“Why couldn’t you just come home?” he howled at Arthur’s pain-wracked face. And then Crank relived his sword’s piercing of the still-beating heart.

Even in the depths of his nightmare, movement from the bed caught Crank’s ear. Having broken into a cold sweat, he glanced up past the image of Arthur’s dying face, desperate to see the creature’s eyes once more. 

“Open your eyes,” he commanded.

The beast blinked sleepily and then obeyed.

Lavender burned through Arthur’s image until naught remained but dragon. Crank was relieved, and a halting sigh escaped his lips. Still sitting on the floor, he stared into the lavender orb and greeted his unusual guest.

“We meet again, lass, and still I have no idea who you be.”

The little dragon raised her head off her tail and inhaled deeply. Abruptly, a puff of smoke exploded from her nostrils, engulfing him.

Crank waved the smoke away and chuckled. “Your breath is a sight better than mine was, I fear. I am sorry if I offended ye, lass—’twas not intentional.”

She blinked and then laid her head across her tail to stare at him.

“I see you have made yourself comfortable.” He deliberately swept his gaze over the ruined bed fragments. “’Tis a shame the frame gave way.”

With her magickal eyes on him, she gave a low, rattling growl deep inside her throat.

“Not in the mood for talkin’?” He nodded his head a few times to show he understood. “’Tis sleep ye be needin’, then. Don’t mind me—I’ll not harm ye.”

Arching her neck up and back, she raised her head high and stared down the crest of her scale-plated nose at him.

Wondering if she would speak, Crank leaned forward. When nothing happened, he settled his back against the closed doors
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