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  Content Warnings
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  Chapter 1


I tried to remember what it felt like for my soul not to hurt. 
Troy’s arm tightened around my shoulder as we glared at the laptop on my coffee table, open to a conservative news channel where Sixtus Ead had just landed a job as a commentator. We both knew we had better things to do than watch it.
Both of us also knew we didn’t dare rely on second- or third-hand information for this. Not when Troy and Sixtus had nearly come to blood at the elven summit in Chesapeake over Sixtus’s part in an assassination attempt on both of us.
Definitely not when we’d severed the asshole from Aether for that same action. Or when the topic he was spewing hateful anti-Otherside comments on was the mundane protests, which were escalating into violence in cities worldwide after a month of simmering, despite coordinated elven efforts to suppress or misdirect them. There had been all-out battles with the Sons of Seth or the police in several cities, with the National Guard deployed in a few cases here in the US—only to pro-Otherside counter-protests, of course—and property damage. My getting magic back had either proven to Othersiders that I was fit to lead and listen to or given Otherside enough of a distraction that they didn’t care about the situation with the mundanes except as easy prey in the chaos.
Somehow, blessedly, nobody was dead. Yet. 
“What you need to understand about Otherside,” Sixtus was saying, “is that most of them are backward cowards adhering to an agreement that’s centuries old. It gives them an excuse not to integrate fully with humanity, and that’s dangerous for all of us.”
Troy growled, the sound coming from low enough in his chest that I could tell he was genuinely pissed even with the control he was exerting over himself. “Tread carefully, Sixtus. The American mundanes like their centuries-old governing documents. Especially the one that lets them shoot people. Even I know that.”
The part that irritated me was the suggestion that we didn’t want to integrate with humanity. It was a direct contradiction of both fact and one of my talking points. We were already woven into the fabric of their societies. 
Regardless of how important this was, I didn’t have the energy to do more than snuggle closer to Troy on the new, much bigger couch we’d gotten for his birthday, trying to ground both him and myself. A month after restoring the spark of magic to Otherside in a grueling set of trials, I was still recovering from the mental, emotional, physical, and magical toll. The vitriol that’d come out just in the last couple weeks worsened it, making me sick, tired, and down at a time when I needed good spirits. That was the point—an infowar move by the Bureau for Supernatural Investigation—and I was annoyed that it was getting to me.
We might have gotten magic back, but that’d only accomplished a hard reset and an uncertain truce in Otherside as multiple parties in territories and demesnes across the country, and even a few around the world, considered my proposal to expand the alliance currently governing the factions within the Triangle and uniting the Carolinas and Dominion demesnes. They were moving faster than usual with the current mundane situation but still not fast enough. At least with the water fae Mami Wata on board and the new queens of the Charleston Conclave too scared to rebel, I finally had full control of the Carolinas for the first time since I’d ascended. Otherside was just one piece in my messy puzzle though.
A still-healing Harqil was shuttling between the Solari mansion and the bar, their exposed wings a potential problem that they refused to have their movement limited by. Cyrus, now back in captivity, was more of an enigma than ever even as the Sight told me there was a big secret yet to be revealed with him. I also still had to deal with a series of criminal charges—and threats—leveled by various powers in the US federal government. Powers that were undoubtedly being supported by the severed Eads now.
All magical action had a price.
Troy glanced down, the tilt of his head bumping his chin against my temple. “This isn’t your fault. Any of it.”
“If I hadn’t severed Sixtus—”
“He still would have been collaborating with the Bureau for Supernatural Investigation, only with magic to make himself more convincing. The Eads lean toward auratic Aether.” Troy shifted to kiss my forehead. “You didn’t have a better option. Besides, this is a good thing, my love.”
Startled, I pulled away. “Excuse me? He’s getting on national fucking TV as a—a professional asshole!”
A smile flickered as Troy brushed a curl off my face. “Exactly. Where we can all hear what he’s saying publicly. Which lets us extrapolate what he’s saying and doing privately, as well as craft and refine our own talking points.”
I hated it. I didn’t want to play the political game Troy engaged in so naturally. I wanted people to see that Othersiders were people too and to stop fucking with us so I could get enough breathing room to feel safe.
I wanted a family with Troy, and for that, I needed my stress hormones to drop long enough for me to cycle into fertility. That only happened every few years in the best of times, and I hadn’t cycled in over a decade.
Troy’s expression turned serious as he caught the direction of my thoughts. “You don’t owe me a family. Now or on any timeline.”
“I know that. Stop reading my mind.” I slouched and crossed my arms, feeling sullen and annoyed even if it wasn’t his fault.
“Bond’s wide open.”
With a huff, I threw myself across his lap and buried my face against his belly, not bothering to close the bond if only so he’d know my irritation wasn’t his fault. He just rubbed my back and loosened his grip on his passive power, the one that made everyone but the fae feel at ease in his presence. In the background, Sixtus continued disparaging Otherside like he hadn’t been captain of the guard for a High House just over two months ago. Or maybe because he had been captain of a High House and was now a magicless pariah.
Despite my mood and the seriousness of the broadcast, I dozed. With the increase in mundane threats, we’d started practicing what to do if I was bronze-cuffed. Last night had been a long, heavy session, but that wasn’t the only reason I was tired. 
I’d been feeling strange lately, especially since the last eclipse a couple of weeks ago. Like the threshold Troy had said Harqil claimed I’d crossed wanted to put me in a cocoon. It worried me. I was used to pushing hard and recovering quickly, but now I kept going down harder and sleeping much longer than I usually did. I was hungrier than usual too, like the magic needed fuel from me to grow or stabilize. We were at a critical juncture with both Otherside and the mundanes, and it was frustrating me to need to pay so much attention to myself.
Troy just said to listen to my body and held me when I crashed or sat next to me while he worked. Probably as much to monitor my physical state as to keep me company.
All magic had a price, and I was paying big time for yet another leap in my power.
My state should have worried Troy though.
That thought roused me. “Why aren’t you more bothered by me being like this?”
Confusion filtered through the bond. “Like what?”
“Tired. Hungry. Grumpy.”
“Oh. Well…I was old enough to remember what it was like for my mom when she fell pregnant with Evangeline, but I assume we’d both know if you’d cycled. So you’re not pregnant. Which means this just looks like elven magical puberty.”
My brain blanked and I forced myself to sit up so I wasn’t continuing to address his stomach. “Excuse me?”
Troy’s expression was as confused as the bond. “You lean elven on most physical reactions. Did you not go through this when you were younger?”
“No.” I frowned, thinking back. “Maybe? I just…was always tired. But one day I didn’t have magic, and then not long after Duke found me, I did.” That had been a hell of a surprise. I’d been sitting outside the bar watching a wind chime, sad that there wasn’t enough of a breeze for it to tinkle. Wishing…wishing…and then with a wrench, a small gale had blown from me and knocked it off its hook. Callista had been livid that I’d done it without permission and where someone could see, as if it was somehow my fault when I hadn’t even known I was capable of such a thing.
“You were what, seven years old when he took you to Callista?” Troy asked.
I nodded.
“Earlier than elves then. But I imagine the shit diet she had you on contributed to the tiredness. You were technically severely malnourished until recently. That’d impact magical development as well.”
“Malnourished and hiding my power,” I murmured as pieces came together. “With nobody to compare to, and Callista constantly calling me lazy. Pushing me to do more physically no matter how tired I was.”
Fury flashed in the bond, as it always did when I mentioned something new about my upbringing under Callista, even as Troy’s caress on my cheek was gentle. “We see this same process with half-elves born to human women, when they’re unaware the father is an elf and we don’t track down the child in time. It’s unfortunate but normal.”
“So how do I fix it?” 
“You rest,” Troy said firmly. “You eat a lot of red meat, as rare as you can stomach it. And you do a little magic every day, even if it makes you more tired for a bit.” He shrugged. “Like you have been.”
I gritted my teeth to stop from arguing with him. He was saying all I needed was time and if there was something I never seemed to have enough of, it was time.
“If it makes you feel any better, it’s usually only intense for a few weeks. And you seem to have done it backwards. Power jump and then crash into adjustment, rather than adjustment to prepare for the power jump.” He shrugged again. “Or maybe that’s normal for trueborn elementals. Or for primordials in particular. Regardless, I’m not sensing anything off in you like I do when you’re hurt. Ride it out, cariñamí.”
None of that answered why I hadn’t experienced this when I grew into my primordial powers. Or maybe I had, and had just pushed through. I remembered being exhausted the whole time leading up to the Wild Hunt, and even more so after, but had assumed it was everything else going on. I also hadn’t had Troy around as a live-in partner to keep me grounded and focused on taking care of myself. If it wasn’t that, then maybe it was that growing into my maenad magic and Dreamwalking at the same time were a step beyond even primordial magic. Harqil kept hinting that I’d eventually become more, maybe even a celestial.
Cyrus kept taunting that I’d destroy everything, at least according to the updates Etain sent over. Updates that had Troy increasingly riled. We’d have to deal with the man sooner rather than later, if only so Troy could focus, but I needed the whole mess to wait until I’d handled the Goddess-damned mundanes. 
Before I could say that I didn’t have time for magical adjustments, my phone rang to make the point for me.
“Hi, Maria,” I answered, trying to keep my current frustration from my voice.
“Hello, poppet. I trust you’re keeping well?”
I frowned. Maria wasn’t much of one for pleasantries unless she was flirting—or needed something but was trying honey before vinegar. 
She had Allegra to flirt with these days.  
“What’s happened now?” I asked flatly.
“Who said—”
“Maria.” I paused and did my best to wrangle my mood and my tone. “Sorry. What can I do for you?”
The vampire sighed, a clue that she was truly agitated, given she didn’t really need to breathe except to speak. “Could you help me understand why there is a triad of unauthorized out-of-state elves in my bar?”
From the background, Allegra’s voice hollered, “Tell her they smell West Coast.”
Troy went rigid then reached to shut the laptop, cutting off the guest response to Sixtus’s tirade.
I raised my eyebrows and tapped to put the phone on speaker.
“Which West Coast, Alli?” he asked.
“I don’t know. Cilantro and basil, maybe? Actually, come to think of it they smell like—” she hesitated. “Um. Kind of like that guy from the thing last summer. Haroun was here so I sent him to see if he can figure out what’s going on.”
“Pull him back,” Troy snapped. “That’s Northwest Mountains realm, likely the Rainier demesne. You approach as princess and order them to the Solari house. Order them, and now, Allegra. Firmly, with my full authority as King.”
I stiffened as much for the snap in his tone as for placing the reason he’d be so concerned about that particular region.
Seattle. And the shit he’d done there.
I scrubbed a hand over my face, praying I hadn’t gotten magic back only for it to be used against us. That, and I was tired all over again.
Right when I needed a minute to breathe before plunging back into mundane politics, the US West Coast Othersiders were deciding to enter the chat—and trying to test me, Troy, or both of us, for them to sneak in unannounced and turn up at my vampire ally’s nest.
I mean, after sending assassins that is. We’d gotten lucky that Cade and Lya were more inclined to join us and then lay low at one of the conclave safehouses in Chapel Hill while Cade caught up on missed feeds and took advantage of an opportunity to rebuild local connections.
We were gonna have to crack down. Hard.
“Maria,” Troy continued, “You have my formal apology for the lapse. I would ask you to withhold collecting the forfeit for trespassing until I’ve had a chance to assess the situation.”
“Since you’re being diplomatic and taking action, all’s forgiven, sugarpuff.” Her tone hardened. “This time, at least. We have a lot of through-traffic from other coteries right now. It’s not a good look if elves are off-limits for a feed when they should be fair game.”
“Understood.” Troy shifted, and I scooted off his lap so he could rise. “Allegra?”
“She’s gone,” Maria said.
“Doing as she’s told for once,” Troy grumbled. “Good. Do I have your permission to send an escort of high-bloods to Raleigh?”
Maria hummed. “This once. In the interest of keeping all our plans running smoothly.”
“Thank you. I’ll be in touch with updates.”
“See that you are. Bye now.”
I ended the call and blew out a breath, trying to find the energy for this.
“I can handle it,” Troy said, eyeing me.
I started to answer with a reflexive insistence that I be involved then sat a minute. “What message does that send? You going alone.”
He grinned, pleased with me for thinking politically or listening to the tiredness still dragging at me or both, then sobered. “Depends on their inclination. Technically it simply means I’m directly in charge of the Chapel Hill territory. It could be received as anything from an insult to ‘proof’ that you’re afraid to face them though. Or don’t trust me to protect you properly.”
I grimaced, thinking that through. “And how does your…past history play into this?”
That shot his mood to hell. “Depends on who’s in the party and why they’re here. We were still in negotiations for the observers to come. Could be anyone.”
The mood drop worried me. This could have just been Troy letting his walls down, A) because it was just me and B) because he was trying to ensure he still had my trust after confessing the circumstances of his Darkwatch initiation mission in Seattle. Those were the good options anyway. I needed to tread carefully here because everything to do with that period was a raw nerve for him.
“And if I joined you?” I asked.
He crossed his arms and looked away. His expression shifted, a crack in the mask he’d pulled up, just for an instant. “If you joined me, it would help with some of the rumors.”
“Rumors?”
“About me being a queenkiller. Treacherous.” The bond twisted with disgust. “Even if they’re true.”
My heart lurched. 
He glanced at me as the sensation hit him in the bond, worry flickering now.
“Troy.” I pushed up and went to him, throwing my arms around his neck. “We talked about this. You don’t need to keep beating yourself up over it.”
It occurred to me as I hugged him that these rumors or truths or whatever we wanted to call them were likely part of the reason why we’d had so much trouble getting the Richmond and Charleston elves to the table two months ago, and probably why he was still kicking himself. If the local elves had balked based on rumors…I tried to follow that thought as an undercurrent so it wouldn’t whisper its way through to Troy. Rumors were one thing. Being family or vassals to two dead queens, as House Lestari observers would be, was another entirely.
I’d threatened to take the whole country as mine if that was what it took to feel safe. Maybe pulling myself together for this would be a way of nipping future problems off before they could start. That, and I needed to take up some of the responsibilities that were technically mine even though Troy had been shouldering them. Stepping back and letting him handle the Ebon Guard and Maria on House matters was one thing. Dealing with encroachments on the territory I’d claimed as mine was my job, even if it did involve elves.
Troy’s arms came around me as he finally let go of some of his guilt and gave in to his innate desire for physical reassurance.
“I’ll come,” I said, trying to keep my tone easy before making it wry. “Not because you can’t handle it though. We saw what happened the last time I tried stepping back. It’s been a minute since anybody’s seen me out and about.”
“You’re sure you’re up for it?”
The undercurrent of relief he was trying to hide—and the fact that he wasn’t trying to order me to stay home—made me certain. “Yeah. I can’t let anyone think that I’ll let trespassing slide. Or sending assassins, for that matter. I’ll just pack a snack and take a nap in the car if I need it.”
His embrace tightened. “I wish we could buy you more time to rest. The bigger the power jump, the rougher the adjustment is.”
“Careful what you wish for,” I said as lightly as I could, even if I couldn’t hide the jolt of fear that shot through me.
The way things were going now, I might find that time in a mundane jail—or worse.






  
  Chapter 2


We left at nearly ten p.m., later than originally planned. Not because I needed another nap—which I did—but because our Darkwatch agent at the airport flagged an incoming flight with an unauthorized passenger: Rio Lestari, prince of that House, flying under an alias Troy had added to a watchlist. 
We ordered the teams we had watching the Lestari handlers and the backup assassination team sent with Lya and Cade to move in and secure all of them. Whatever the hell was going on, I wanted it dealt with all at once. If the West Coast wanted to join Santiago and the Miami vampire coterie in making life a pain in my ass, I was just gonna have to beat theirs and shut down the threat so I could turn my full attention to the feds and the mundane riots. I was over being patient with the elves, population decline or not. At some point, they needed to take responsibility for themselves and their death cult culture. Me—an elemental, still subject to elven bounty hunt laws in most of the world—owning it for them was absurd to the point of insanity.
On the drive over to the airport, my phone dinged with an email update from my Chancellor and lead lawyer about the murder and kidnapping charges against me.
“Iago says they got the charges thrown out,” I read aloud to Troy, who was in the back seat with me while Thana drove. Pascale and Haroun were in the second row of back seats behind me and Troy. We were in full entourage mode with the heightened threat situation, which meant neither sovereign drove and we had a full triad in the car supporting us. Even the two of us in the same car sent Etain into a snit, until we convinced her it was good to cut down on the number of resources she needed to allocate to defending vehicles. “The prosecution was unable to provide any evidence that would conclusively tie me to any of the alleged crimes, and our team was, quote, extremely persuasive in their arguments.”
Reading between the lines, Iago meant he’d had his people take full advantage of the return of magic to use some elven charm.
My grin slipped as I kept reading. “The subpoena stands though, with an amendment. They want to know what I did to the Verve building and how.” The slip turned into a full-on scowl. “They want a demonstration. Like I’m some kind of circus animal. They want me to put myself on their registry voluntarily.” I scoffed, outraged.
Troy squeezed my thigh. “We anticipated this.”
I made my best approximation of his growl, which made him chuckle. Thana cracked a smile in the rearview mirror before she forced her expression back to neutral.
“The fucking audacity of these people! I refuse to perform on command,” I snapped. “And I refuse to be forced to register myself.”
“Nor should you, in either case,” Troy said lightly. “You’re a high queen. It’s an insult.”
My moods had rolled off him easily this last month, like this was familiar territory for him. It made me feel bad that I was apparently falling into some place that reminded him of his upbringing, but the bond didn’t carry any hint of fear or disgruntlement. Just patience.
I folded forward and buried my face against my knees, trying to drag myself together. When I sat up, Troy was extending a punnet of ripe strawberries from the cooler between our feet in my direction. I snatched the fruits and started devouring them, feeling more settled with each one.
I froze when it was half gone, belatedly catching my bad manners. “Um. Did anyone else want some strawberries?”
“No ma’am,” Thana said from the front. She seemed almost as indulgent as Troy, which was weird for me. Better than her being afraid of me though. Pascale and Haroun echoed her from behind us in the same tone.
“All yours,” Troy said.
I perked up at that and his small smile and finished my snack. “Thank you for a break from meat.”
“A little sweetness in life is a good thing,” he replied.
My mood swung from cranky to sentimental, and I let him catch it in the bond as we pulled up to the airport.
He took my hand and kissed it. You good?
Better now. I love you.
I adore you.
That had me downright peppy as we parked and then got out, heading for Terminal 2 under a light “don’t see me” spell. Not so much that it’d be suspicious when we were picked up later by a review of electronic security without being noticed by human guards but enough that nobody looked twice at a now-notable me and Troy. It felt kind of badass to walk into the airport with Troy at my side and a triad of elves spaced around us, even if mundanes wouldn’t really see us. Maybe especially since they wouldn’t.
We got to the greeting area right as a crowd exited from the gates. 
After barely two minutes, Troy murmured, “There. Six-one, black hair, green coat.”
I spotted him almost immediately, as much from Troy’s description as the telltale elven smoothness of motion despite a large black duffel bag slung over his shoulder. 
Prince Rio was, I guessed, supposed to be Arden candy.
Roughly Troy’s height. The same lean muscle and broad shoulders. Thinner lips, higher cheekbones. Same raven-black hair. Lighter brown skin, darker eyes, but stamped from a similar mold. 
Sure, he was hot. Very hot. Most of the more powerful queens bred for it. But as he approached and stopped in front of us with a cocky smile, the air movement brought his scent to me. It was…wrong. Not bad, by any means, just—he wasn’t mine, like Troy and the Carolina and Dominion elves were mine, and I couldn’t for the life of me explain why it was suddenly noticeable when elven scents hadn’t particularly stood out to me before. Maybe it was the cilantro-and-basil scent, compared to the rosemary-and-sage or thyme-and-oregano scents I was more accustomed to from the local Houses.
“I wondered if you’d remember the name I used,” Rio said to Troy when he stopped in front of us. His tone was light and his smile dazzled, but there was something cutting under both that put me on my guard.
“I’d say welcome to the Triangle, but you weren’t invited, Rio,” Troy said in dangerously quiet tones.
“Desperate times.” The prince shifted his attention to me. “Your queen, I presume? What an honor that you came to meet me. Rio, princ’ dom Lestari, at your service, High Queen.”
I couldn’t help wrinkling my nose when he leaned in for the cheek kisses some elves seemed to favor with a familiarity that further put my back up, and I immediately flushed at the flicker of doubt chased by outrage on our guest’s face as he pulled away. I didn’t know if Troy caught my reaction or Rio’s, but smug satisfaction flooded the bond. 
Troy tilted his head and smiled at our guest. “You didn’t consider the possibility that she’d bonded to me, did you?” 
“Why would I care what perversions an oyëori like you indulges in?” Rio said. The harsh bite to the words suggested real hurt or insult on his side.
Troy leaned forward to speak in a stage whisper. “Because you’re bait. Just like I was once upon a time. But you’re two years too late. And negging only pisses her off. Even if it’s against me.” 
He rocked back to my right side, his attention not leaving the prince.
“What he said,” I snapped, finally getting control of my reactions to a whole new range of scents and hormones. “Getting all judgy and calling my king a pervert is definitely not the way to go.”
Amusement bubbled through the bond at the flash of frustration on Rio’s face, and Troy turned slightly to gesture toward the exit. “With us, if you please. Your people will be collected as well.”
“So you can dispose of us?” Rio muttered.
“No,” I said. “Although there will be a reckoning for House Lestari sending multiple individuals without prior authorization.”
With a stiff nod, Rio strode toward the exit, clearly trying to catch us off guard, only for his gait to stiffen when he realized that put me and Troy at his back.
Is he not Darkwatch trained? I sent to Troy. Even I know that was a miscalculation.
He got the basics and at least one mission. I think he got more of the bedroom, where I got more combat and strategy.
I forgot myself enough to look at Troy with wide eyes, unable to imagine what more bedroom training would look like given how thoroughly he reduced me to base need and enthusiastic begging when he wanted to.
The queens have…expectations, Troy sent. Regardless of what Keithia wanted, securing a satisfactory marriage contract for me was iffy, given the oyëoro. Which is why she leveraged my Aetheric strength for assassinations.
Ishtar above.
As we reached the car, the implications of that crashed through me. Wait, are you saying that, rather than kill me, they’re going to try to seduce me?
I killed the first assassin, Cade and Lya threw in with us, and their other team hasn’t had an opening in over a month. Three failures means a strategy change. It’s not uncommon for a queen to take a claimed consort plus lovers, especially if she’s without an heir.
I let him read my automatic disgust and refusal in the bond as we climbed into the far back seat this time, leaving Pascale to sit in the middle row with Rio and Haroun beside Thana up front.
Troy squeezed my thigh. At least it’s a change of pace from fighting for your life, no?
How are you so okay with this?
Cariñamí, even without the bond, your scent and reactions are practically screaming your preferences right now.
Which meant everyone in the car knew it, even if he was too polite to say that and they were too polite to be obvious about noticing. 
I reached for my seatbelt only to realize that I’d sat in the middle seat, practically on top of Troy, and gritted my teeth. I don’t want anybody but you. Just so we’re very fucking clear.
He leaned to kiss my cheek. Good. Same.
At the quiet sound of Troy’s lips against my skin, Rio stiffened again, like he could already see the disaster his mission was now that he was on the ground. He wasn’t the only one. Right when I most needed to play human, this mess threw my already whacky physical and emotional state for another loop.
Things didn’t get any better when we arrived at the refurbished Luna mansion that was now the seat of House Solari a short and silent drive later. We marched Rio in ahead of us like a prisoner now that we were on private property, sweeping through a wide hallway and into what I supposed had been a living room or family room. The blinds were drawn for privacy, but ceiling lighting made the space bright.
Troy and I made our way around kneeling West Coast elves under a heavy guard to a low platform set up against one wall, where two ornate chairs sat that I supposed were technically thrones.
Seriously? I sent.
Expectations, Troy sent back. A performance to misdirect others.
I held in a sigh, reminding myself that this was better than having to sever someone, and mounted the dais to take the chair to the right. That’d put Troy in the one on my right when seated, which I assumed would be like entering with him on my right.
His affirmative tap in the bond reassured me. When I was seated, he addressed the assembled elves. “Long live High Queen Arden Finch Solari, the Eternal Huntress and Arbiter of the Carolinas and Dominion demesnes.”
“Long live the queen!” my people shouted back, thumping fists to hearts in a salute as they stomped.
Okay, that was kind of cool, especially because some of our new captive “guests” furtively made the salute despite their bound hands and mouthed the words while keeping their heads down. 
If it was subterfuge, it was well done.
Hmm. I needed to stay alert. Even if they weren’t inclined to kill me, this was still a power play. They were just trying to force an alliance based on assumptions about my hormones and sexual preferences rather than approaching me in a direct and above-board kind of way.
Not cool.
Troy was looking at me. I nodded and waved for him to sit.
“You all know why you’re here,” I said after letting them stew for a minute. “But perhaps you, Prince Rio, would like to explain in your own words.”
Rio lifted his head. “Admittedly, my cousin—the current queen of House Lestari—underestimated you. I was sent to make amends for our House’s previous trespass and negotiate the safe return of our people.”
My mouth twisted before I could help myself, even before Troy sent, His aura says he’s lying about at least half of that.
“You, personally, wanted to make amends for trespass by arriving unannounced? No. Try again,” I said. “You don’t send unauthorized elves to the vampires in my territory to make amends after sending multiple assassination teams after me.” I smiled, making it cutting. “Unless the people sent to Raleigh were intended as a gift? I’m sure Maria would accept, with pleasure. It would buy enough goodwill for me that I could accept the action as amends.”
Rio paled. “Another…error, my queen. The power structure in this territory is unusual. Our information was dated. As for myself, I only follow my queen’s orders.”
Truth, Troy sent. But the comment was vague enough to mean anything.
I shifted to look at Troy. “What would you do about this, cariñomí?”
“You know I take threats to your safety with the utmost seriousness, my queen.” He scanned the group then stared at Rio. “I could always run a Thread of Thorns.”
The prince flushed. “That won’t be necessary. I have no problem saying that my cousin hoped you would consider me for a courting contract. My early arrival was only intended to demonstrate eagerness for the match.”
“What?” My brain stuttered to a halt as the bond suggested Troy was restraining himself from throttling Rio. 
Rio tilted his head, almost looking demure. “This alliance between you and Monteague has served its purpose, I’ll acknowledge that. But with House Monteague destroyed, the elven population here depleted, and you ascendant, my queen, what benefit is there in continuing to tie your star to a feral parasite? Why not make a stronger alliance with Lestari?”
The outrage reverberating between me and Troy had me acting before I was conscious of it. 
I grabbed Air, snaked a chord around Rio’s ankle, and flipped him upside down. I would have thought he looked like the hanged man on the tarot card as he dangled by one leg, but he had none of the serenity. 
Nor did the other eight West Coast elves still kneeling but now stiff as boards.
“Guest courtesy is extended to courteous guests,” I said coldly when I’d gotten myself slightly under control. “I’m going to say this once and once only for our newcomers. Troy Solari is my claimed, oathed, and bonded king. We are engaged and due to be wed this year. There will be no lovers or side pieces. So, whatever the fuck y’all think you’re doing, sending first assassins and now this, you are gonna need to dramatically reassess. I might be a queen, but I am not an elfess and I refuse to play these Goddess-damned games.”
While Rio spluttered and flushed, Troy looked and felt like he was seriously talking himself down from eliminating a threat. To anyone else, he probably looked as icy as his power signature, but I knew this vibe. This was the cold of barely contained violence—and if he slipped even the slightest toward outward violence, I had a feeling it would only confirm Rio’s assertion of ferality. Especially if any of these people knew the old, afraid, locked-down Troy from a few years ago and not the more emotionally engaged and expressive person he was with me.
To keep Troy safe, I needed to get my mood swing under control and break the tension in a way that would underscore my point, not Rio’s.
I leaned back in my chair, skimmed my hand up the back of Troy’s neck, and threaded my fingers through his hair, tightening them just enough to get him to tilt his head and break the death glare he was giving our visiting prince.
“Shall I let him down?” I murmured, giving his head a playful little shake.
That had more than the desired effect. A pleased half-purr rumbled from Troy before he caught himself. He flushed but relaxed into an arrogant slouch. The bond warmed with his pleasure at being demonstrably mine even as eyebrows shot up and faces went blank around the room. 
“You may as well,” he said in a bored-sounding tone. “Before he passes out.”
“That’d be inconvenient.” I turned my attention back to Rio but kept my fingers teasing through Troy’s hair. Affection from a queen was practically unheard of, and I knew he liked that I broke that cultural expectation by displaying my desire—and, in the eyes of those observing, his high value as my mate. “Prince Rio, if you’re done being an ass, I’d like to discuss where we go from here. Spoiler alert, it won’t be more of this dynamic.”
“Yes, my queen,” he said breathily. “You have my apologies.”
I was tempted to simply drop him, but that wouldn’t be very diplomatic. 
When I’d gently set Rio back on his feet, I said, “You will all remain here, under guard, until I’ve decided whether to accept Prince Rio’s apologies. I strongly recommend you think about your approach, both to making amends for the insults to me and my king, as well as to any alliance.”
Troy, hearing the finality in my tone, stood. “All rise.”
As they did, I took the bent arm he offered and let him escort me out, still utterly confused and annoyed by this latest turn in the elven political game.






  
  Chapter 3


With everyone at the Solari mansion keeping our guests under guard, Troy drove the two of us home. Which was good because I had capital-T Thoughts and was also exhausted again. I wanted to be Arden for a few minutes at least, not the High Queen. 
We sat in silence for the first few miles. Troy felt like he was thinking hard on something, but I couldn’t tell what. For myself, I was ruminating on the expressions of the other elves at various points in the meeting. Subtle hints of body language and reaction that I’d started noticing after two years in close relationship with elves. Not just how they reacted but to what—especially since not worrying about being attacked meant I had a new context in which to observe unfamiliar elves.
“Troy?”
“Mm?”
“Is it okay that I handled you like that? With your hair?”
His sideways glance and the curl of his smile held banked heat. “Yes, my love.”
“Okay.” I slumped in relief. “I only wanted them to see that I value you, but it just occurred to me that it might be too much like…like I thought I owned you, I guess. Some of them paid a lot of attention to Rio’s reaction to that.”
He shrugged, unbothered. “By elven law, technically you do own me, so to speak. That was in the paperwork I filed and Alli validated when I abdicated as prince of House Monteague. Part of it was my agreement to your formal claim and the title that came with it. That’s why Keithia was so angry that you’d taken me. I had a legal option to consent to another queen’s rule—one that would give me the security she’d always denied me—and I took it without getting her permission. So legally, she had no further rights to use me or loan me out for whatever plots she had going.”
The more he said, the harder my insides clenched. I owned him on paper? That’s what the formal claim meant? What the ever-loving fuck? He hadn’t described it like that at the time; he’d just said it was changing Houses to mine…shit. He’d also said I had his life. I’d thought he meant it in the context of a fight or his love for me, not like this.
I shook my head, trying to stay focused on the current question because we’d definitely be revisiting that. The very idea made me sick. “No but—”
“Maybe that phrasing was a little strong. Think of it as more like having first rights to my services. In any capacity.” 
I stared at him, not sure how that made it any better. The low, level tone he was saying all of this in, like he was describing changing a tire, somehow made it worse. This was something he’d sat with long enough to accept, and I’d had no idea.
Guilt swamped me.
He shook his head when it reached him in the bond. “Stop, Arden. There’s an out clause for both of us. Don’t worry. I’m here very willingly and always have been. Yes, the whole practice is outdated and barbaric. It’s one of the things I’ve been strategizing on how to reform, and none of the incoming elves have been put on similar contracts. But for now…just like at the summit, it’s good when it’s you.” 
He paused and I got the sense that his thoughts were spinning, like he was trying to articulate it to himself as much as me. “From anyone else it would feel like a violation. From you, it’s safety. A confirmation.” He glanced at me again. “Which is why I need you to leave the paperwork alone. At least until we can reform the whole system. For now, with you, the formal claim keeps me safe from some parties. Not all, but enough. Basically, the ones that are traditional enough to want to kill an oyëori are also traditional enough that they’re bound by the claim paperwork. I suspect that’s part of why Rio is here. We’ve proven ourselves too strong to assassinate, but if I’m replaced as your consort with no House to fall back on, I’m fair game. It gives someone else an excellent opportunity to eliminate me as a political threat and influence you or your agenda.”
I still couldn’t quite find my words.
Troy sighed. “If nothing else, it’s a sign that we’re winning, at least with the elves. Both politically and in terms of military, cyber, and operational security. This is a last-ditch effort.”
“Thanks, I hate it,” I muttered. My arms were tight around my belly, like that would help keep the acid roiling in my stomach from spilling out.
“That’s why I didn’t tell you before now. I didn’t want you feeling shitty for something that is just business as usual in the Houses and happens to work out well for me. I knew what I was doing when I filed the papers.”
I didn’t respond, too busy reflecting on all of our public appearances among the elves. Seeing them in a new light—and wondering how this reflected on me. 
Then something else clicked. I was focused on my feelings, but it wasn’t about me. “This doesn’t just protect you and buy you time for reform. It advances your whole reform agenda.”
He offered the little smile that said he was proud of me, the one I got when I finally managed a difficult move in Darkwatch training. “Keep going.”
I frowned, trying to figure out how it worked with the little information I had. “If I...own you” —I choked on the words— “or however you want to phrase it, I’m responsible for you. For controlling you. You have freedom to move however is best to accomplish your aims, because in their mind it’s sanctioned by me while at the same time we both know we’re equals. Shit like today just reinforces to them that I’m ultimately in charge and you don’t need to be considered a threat. Which also increases the attractiveness of using a new consort as a backup plan to assassination, which I’m assuming y’all just consider normal.”
“Very good. What else?”
I thought harder. “If I’m almost entirely hands off, or officially delegating to you…it’s all on paper only and there may as well not even be a paper. Which the clever will see, and use as a base to start questioning. Leaving you to simply share your experiences with anyone who wants to subvert the matriarchy via the legal system.”
“Perfectly reasoned,” Troy said warmly. “And yes. That’s exactly it. All of it.”
I sat with that as the developed parts of South Durham gradually became more heavily wooded as we got closer to home. “I still don’t like it. But I’m not gonna make reform harder for you, if I can help it.”
“And that, cariñamí, is another part of why I feel safe with you. Your trust in me to do things my way. And your faith that even if you personally dislike it or disagree with my method, I will make the best choice for myself.” He reached for my hand and kissed my knuckles. “That, and you haven’t run when everything falls apart. I know you’ll put me back together if I fail. Do you have any idea how freeing that is?”
“Maybe. Because I know that with all my leadership fuck-ups, you’re there behind the scenes fixing the board. Giving me room to fail, even if I don’t see the error right away.”
“See?” He smiled. “It all works out. So stop worrying about whether you’re good enough to do all this. You’ve got me. And I’ve got you. Always.”
“Okay. Love you.” I didn’t like elf politics, and I wasn’t good with this situation. But if my bondmate and partner was asking me to accept a choice that didn’t hurt either of us, I needed to shut up and support his autonomy. This wasn’t an “I can fix him” relationship. It was a mutual growth and support relationship. And sometimes that meant letting him make his own choices about his healing, his actions, and his goals.
He read all that in the bond and squeezed my thigh. “I love you too. Now. As pissed-off as that whole audience made me, we have an opportunity.”
“Negotiations?”
“Yes. We know about the assassins, so we have leverage to insist on redress.” He grimaced, and his mood flipped. “There’s also personal leverage between me and Rio, but I want to use that strategically. Please don’t ask me about it now though.”
Given what he’d already shared about his time in House Lestari, that gave me the icks. But it was his story. “All right,” I said. “I seriously dislike how this has played out so far, but I’m thinking if we can swing an alliance somehow, that gives me more room to step to the Bureau and the Senate with this subpoena. Me negotiating for my demesnes alone carries less weight than me negotiating for two or more whole realms.”
“Exactly. Plus, with the elves of the Eastern Seaboard and the Northwest Mountains behind you—”
“Behind us,” I corrected.
Troy smiled. “Behind us, I think we’ll pull in the handful of Houses in the Great Lakes, the Southwest Desert, and the Gulf realms.”
“There’s none in the Central Plains?”
“No. Not enough direct influence over human politics beyond the symbolic events in their election season. Most of us are concentrated in the Eastern Seaboard and Northwest Mountains. Lestari is the primary House there now.” He wrinkled his nose. “The plains are also not our preferred habitat, to be honest. Not enough trees or shadow cover.”
So, getting House Lestari really would be a solid win, one that would make it worth spending time and energy on this when I really needed to be focused on the subpoena. The private investigator in me still wanted to focus on the one main problem, but I was a queen and an Arbiter now. 
I had to think bigger to be bigger.
When we made it home, my body seemed to recognize we were on safe ground and suddenly decided it was time to crash. The night had taken a lot out of me, with the driving and the audience and the magic. 
Troy caught me when I wobbled. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”
I read where that was going and shook my head. “I needed to be there. Lestari’s plan is bullshit, but we wouldn’t have gotten that much without me there as the prize. Or, worse, they may have taken the opportunity to move on you.”
He stayed silent as we got our shoes off then followed me to the couch, sitting down first and gathering me in when I dropped. 
“I hate that you see yourself as a prize,” he said as I got comfortable.
“It’s not your fault. There’s no competition in my mind, only his, apparently.”
Troy started massaging my scalp and neck. “It’s just so petty with everything else going on.”
“Mm,” I agreed, laying down and losing my train of thought in the motion of his fingers.
Pleased amusement teased through the bond as he shifted to keep up the massage. “We should tell the queens that all it takes to subdue an elemental is a neck rub.”
I snorted a laugh and let myself be lulled. Not all the way under but a light doze. My body needed the rest.
After a little while longer, Troy shifted again. A dial tone said he was making a call.
“Well?” Maria’s voice said from the other end. 
“We’re dealing with it,” Troy said, even quieter than usual. “There shouldn’t be any more incursions. From this group anyway. If there are, call me directly.”
“I should just eat them.”
“I might let you.”
“Tease. No wonder Arden adores you.” Maria hesitated. “How is she, by the by?”
I stirred, trying to wake up enough to answer for myself, until Troy squeezed the back of my neck in just the right spot. 
Nah. He could do it.
“She’s got this.” Troy sounded completely confident in me.
“Hmm. I worry,” Maria’s distant voice replied. “I’m glad to have magic back, but at what cost?”
“What was necessary. She accepts it, so I will as well. You ought to do the same.” Troy’s fingers coiled one of my curls then uncoiled it. “In any case, I just wanted to keep you apprised of the situation and thank you again for your collaboration.”
“What are friends for, sugarpuff?”
The call ended, and Troy launched straight into the next one, checking on Terrence’s new cub and Lola’s mate, Darnell. Then calling Helia and Keeya in turn. Then Janae, Zanna and Mami Wata, and even Vikki and Doc Mike. Quick calls for each of them but the work of a politician strengthening his base and confirming his allies ahead of a long battle. If Duke and Iaret hadn’t been back on their spy mission and reachable only by my callstone, he probably would have called them too.
“I should do that,” I mumbled when a clatter said he’d tossed his phone on the coffee table.
“You do, when it’s for the territory or the demesne,” he said. “This is different. Keithia always kept the Chapel Hill Conclave separate and superior. It broke a lot of trust and cost the elves goodwill. This is my work as an elven king, not yours as queen or Arbiter.”
I let it go and drifted, even though I should have been preparing for the Senate hearing. Iago’s team were good at lodging objections and negotiating the conditions of my and Troy’s appearance, but even the usually slow-moving federal court was moving fast on this and the date for the secret hearing was coming up. 
That just made me frustrated with this magical whatever-it-was all over again.
“How much longer am I gonna be like this?” I grumbled.
“Likely not much longer. It’s already been almost four weeks, and you’re not crashing out completely anymore. Probably helps that you’re getting real rest and not being dragged into the Crossroads or the In-Between or wherever in your dreams these days.”
At least there was that. With the gods leaving me alone, the comfort of having my mate close to me, and the exhaustion of the adjustment, I was sleeping better than I had in years. I didn’t trust it—the Court of Nightmares was still out there—but I needed it.
I sighed. I needed it, but now I was thinking about the hearing. We only had nine days left to prepare.
Troy sensed the direction of my thoughts and didn’t argue when I pushed to sit up. That little doze would have to be enough.
“Grill me again, please,” I said. “Make it mean. I need to make sure I can respond well if I’m still tired like this in a week and a half.”
After a quick ripple of Aether to check my current state Troy’s expression hardened.
Oh yeah. I was in for a test.






  
  Chapter 4


Strange elves in town didn’t sit well with me, Troy, or Etain, in general, but especially not with Cyrus as hostile as he was. With so much on the Ebon Guard’s plate, Troy decided it was finally time to confront his father and try reducing that threat while we left the West Coast elves to cool their heels a bit.  
Noon the next day found us at Ebon Guard HQ, where Cyrus was being held under close watch. He’d woken up from whatever magical coma his experience with Sutekh had put him in a couple of weeks ago, which was why he’d been transferred to this more secure location from a safehouse, but he was still minorly physically and auratically drained by the ordeal. Felip said it was the latter effect that was causing the most difficulty, especially given the Veisi elf’s inclination toward auratic Aether. Apparently being first influenced then ridden by a god for at least a few weeks was wreaking havoc on Cyrus’s aura. We didn’t know about his magic; he was back to being cuffed in lead and silver. 
Part of me was sick and sad about that. He’d already spent twenty years in imprisonment. The other part of me wondered how many of his threats had been Sutekh and how many had been him. Wondering if the father of the love of my life was out to kill me was a real downer on multiple levels. According to Harqil though, we needed to bring Cyrus back around to help stave off the apocalyptic dream-prophecy the Court of Nightmares had sent me as a test, so I’d come along.
It was the first time Troy had seen his father since I’d severed Sutekh from him a month ago. The acrid scent of betrayal turned Troy’s usual rosemary-and-sage scent bitter even to my nose, but he kept his mouth shut tight and his expression hard.
“Sure about this?” Darius asked when he met us outside the house.
“You know things are coming to a head with the West Coast now on top of the feds,” Troy replied. “And you know what he did. This is a loose end.”
Darius grimaced and glanced away. This was hard on all of us.
I couldn’t help a wince when we were let into the main bedroom where Cyrus was being held. The entire thing was Aetherically soundproofed to keep him from hearing anything sensitive or drawing attention in any way. Half of it had been fenced off, the whole way round and over the ceiling, in silver-coated steel, leaving Cyrus with a bed, an ensuite bathroom with no door, and a chair. I had a feeling the fencing extended under the carpet as well, just to be sure nobody and nothing could get in or out from underground. As soon as we’d recovered from celebrating the return of magic, Troy, the djinn, and I had cast overlapping wards and spells on the property to get people driving past on the main road to ignore this place, just as an extra protective measure. 
My chest tightened and my stomach clenched, nauseated by the idea that we had to do this to our own people—to family, no matter what threats they’d made—to maintain safety and control. I hated this.
“Troy,” Cyrus said. Emotion roughened his voice, under the tiredness. “She let you—” He cut off as I stepped around Troy, then scowled at me. “I should have known it was you in the room, not just your scent on him. Of course you wouldn’t let him out of your sight.”
“I wanted her here,” Troy said.
“Why?”
“Because I need you to understand that I will always choose her. Not because she’s forcing me to.” Troy glared at his dad. “You’re not in this cage on her order. You were freed from imprisonment in Lyon because she encouraged me to do it. Now you’re imprisoned on my order.” The chill of his power signature flared and he took a breath to get himself under control before lowering his voice. “She fucking hates this—despite your threats against her—mostly because it hurts me. Partly because this isn’t how either of us wants to do things. But you forced this. You don’t get to blame her.”
“I don’t believe that for a second,” Cyrus said coldly. “You didn’t hear what she said about you. You couldn’t have, or you wouldn’t be here. Unless she’s gotten someone to spell you.” His lip twisted and he glared at me. “I was willing to bet that Sutekh was twisting the situation, until she said all of that about trapping you in ways Keithia never could.”
“I was standing right in front of her when she said it, looking into her eyes and heart and seeing that the only lie was in her words to you.” 
“Bullshit,” Cyrus said.
“For the love of the Goddess,” Troy snarled. “You trusted she would take care of me. I know you did. But now you’re willing to take the word of a trickster god who wanted her dead or worse when I’m standing right here telling you, man to man, that what she said was an act to force your hand.” When Cyrus just looked stubborn Troy shook his head. “You read my fucking aura when you got here. You know I’m telling the truth.”
He seemed to be doing everything he could not to call Cyrus “Dad”, which just made everything worse in my mind. I’d started to notice how much elves acknowledged family bonds between each other—brother, sister, cousin. Even Lya Desmarais had done it, and she was an exiled half-elf. That Troy refused to acknowledge Cyrus as family now seemed intentional.
“I know you’re telling me what you think is the truth,” Cyrus said.
In the bond, something seemed to snap. Troy turned to Darius. “Key.”
Hesitantly, Darius gave him a single key. 
With sharp movements, Troy opened the door to the cell and passed the key back to Darius.
Troy turned to me next. “Hand.”
I dropped my left into his without question, noting Cyrus’s observation of that fact. He hadn’t expected it. 
Next, Troy extended a hand to his father. “You want to know what she’s feeling right now?” 
Oooh shit. Troy had a talent for adapting Aetheric tricks, honed and practiced on a very willing me. He had a passive power for making people feel at ease in his presence, but I had no idea what he was about to try now.
Trust me, Troy sent.
I always do. Even if my stomach was now doing flip flops.
After a few calculating glances, obviously trying to determine whether he could escape, Cyrus gingerly put his hand in Troy’s.
A weird muffling sensation buffered me from Troy. Then the scent of burnt marshmallow flared.
Cyrus dropped to a knee, gasping and clutching his stomach like he was going to be sick. He breathed in panting gasps, and his expression twisted.
Was Troy amplifying my feelings? Or was I suppressing my awareness of them that much just to get through this meeting?
“I told you,” Troy said. When his father jerked his hand out of his clasp, Troy shut the door again, stepping to the side to let a grim-looking Darius lock it. “You want to know what else your little queenkilling tour achieved? Raising suspicions on me. Right as I’m trying to unite elvendom so that we can fight off the Goddess-burning mundanes.”
“On you?” Cyrus gathered himself with an effort and used the bars of the cage to drag himself upright, sparing a strangely blank look for me before refocusing on Troy. “It was nothing—”
“Even aside from your being listed as my fucking sire on the bloodline rolls, it was everything to do with me. But you wouldn’t know that, because you wouldn’t know that Keithia sent me on queenkilling missions, the repercussions of which could cost me my life in a magical trespass trial.”
Cyrus paled.
Troy shook his head, looking disgusted. “You never asked me what happened to me after you were exiled. You just decided that you were going to fix it, whatever ‘it’ was in your addled head. And when you didn’t get your way, you threw the mother of all shitfits and started killing whichever queens you could reach or had a personal grudge against. You do not get to pretend this is about saving me, from Arden or anyone else. This is about your vengeance and yours alone.” The chill in Troy’s voice grew even sharper. “I should execute you.”
I was now keeping the wall up on my side because Troy was beyond pissed and it looked like seeing his father was pulling up
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