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            Prologue

          

          RINA

        

      

    

    
      In the early summer morning, before even the songbirds stirred and while the owls still called through the fading night, I tightened my leather straps. Their cries once burned like raw pain in my chest, but now, they settled over me like a dull balm. A simple reminder of what hasn’t been in over three hundred years. Methodically, I slid each dagger into its place on my armor. I hadn’t needed to use a single one since the Fae wars, yet they had become a part of me. Without them, I’d feel naked, like a piece of myself was missing. I shoved the last dagger into place, shaking my head as a swell of emotion surged through me. Too many pieces of me were already missing.

      Leaving my rooms, I stepped into the narrow hallway and made my way to the old, worn stone staircase. I was the only one who resided in the north wing of the manor, all my servants choosing to occupy the south—as far away from me as possible. I never questioned why they stayed, not that I could, with how they kept their distance most days. Part of me liked to believe it was out of loyalty to my late father, though it was more likely fear of starting over somewhere new.

      My footfalls were silent as I descended toward my destination. Though the cool stone surrounded me, the damp humidity hung heavily in the air, already seeping through the cloth barrier between my skin and leathers. Today’s training would test my patience with the heat.

      I slipped into the kitchen, moving quietly past the sleeping staff without stirring a soul. I swiped some bread and hard cheese, careful not to make a sound. I found it mildly amusing that they slept so soundly, especially since I made a habit of sneaking food from right under their noses every morning, leaving themselves completely vulnerable. I glanced down at their sleeping forms, not a scrap of armor anywhere, just simple cotton dresses that looked like they’d shred if you so much as breathed on them. It didn’t make sense when I paid them considerably well. I’d given up trying to remember their names ages ago; some days, I half-wondered if they even knew mine. Not that it mattered much, they’d watched me grow up, and when their kids were born, they held them tight like little shields to their skirts whenever I walked by.

      Leaving the kitchen, I passed the poor excuse for personal guards, every last one of them asleep, just like the kitchen staff and the rest of the servants. They stuck around—either out of some misguided loyalty or because no one else would hire them. After all, when your mistress is Rina, the most feared, and begrudgingly revered, woman from the Fae Wars, what real job is there for a manor guard besides catching some extra sleep? No one was coming to this desolate stretch of land to attack my home, at least, no one foolish enough to try while I still lived here.

      Crossing the courtyard, I eased through the unlocked gate. My foot barely touched the ground on the other side before I launched into the fastest silent sprint I could manage. The only sound was from the air whipping around me, and even then, I bent just enough to soften the whooshing. I passed a female deer grazing upon the grass in the woods, whose lineage I could trace back hundreds of years from these morning runs as I witnessed each new generation of fawn being born. None of the local wildlife batted an eye as I zipped past them. I’d never hunted on these lands, nor did I allow others to. The animals had nothing to fear here, and aside from my daily passage, they lived in peace.

      Perspiration began forming on my forehead, and I already knew I would either have to change out of the soaked clothes under my leathers after this run or just grin and bear it. A little sweat never hurts anyone, right? I pushed myself to run faster than before, silently chanting in my mind: I am steel. I am malleable. I am sharp. I am you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          TENNYSON

        

      

    

    
      I flew, catching every warm updraft that lifted me higher, as if it could help shake off the chill I felt. The pain receded with the distance I put between myself and the couple I’d been watching.

      Tennyson, just know the wish you made long ago has not gone unforgotten. Erilea remembers. Mytilda, the wishing cat’s words haunted me, but I refused to let them bother me. She’d meddled in bringing Kierian and Petal together just as much as I had. While her paws hadn’t been coated in blood, they were still dirty, nonetheless. I did what needed to be done. I completed the mission that set everything into motion a century ago. This time when I shivered it was for a different reason, my body reacting to the memory of what I’d put it through back then.

      I hoped it would be the last time I had to partner up with that lavender feline. While she had a fondness for Kierian’s cottage, every so often she would drop by The Spellcasters for a visit. Shifting my thoughts, I looked down at the land below, searching for the canopy treetops that stood out from the rest. My raven vision narrowed on the lush, vibrant green that shimmered faintly. It was the place I’d laid my head to rest for over a century. I would never call it home because in every sense except the literal, it was a prison. While there weren’t any visible chains, that didn’t lessen the ones clamped on my soul. Tilting my wings, I flew straight through the cottage window without a second thought and landed on my perch.

      At first, when she slapped that wooden branch on the wall, I took serious offense. It took me decades to finally give in and use it—and even then, I only begrudgingly admitted it came in handy when I deigned to eavesdrop on her chats with visitors and clients. Most of it was nonsense, tedious, useless drivel that bored me, but every now and then, a golden nugget of information would drop, and I’d tuck the tidbit away for a rainy day.

      The Fae currently occupying her shop gave me a nervous sideways glance. I’d never seen the likes of him before and, based on his restless behavior of shifting and fidgeting, he made one thing clear; he was desperate. His eyes never settled, darting from place to place and blinking rapidly. Each time he looked at me, a slight shudder rippled through him. I unsettled him. For my own mild amusement, I puffed up my feathers and tilted my head dramatically to the side. He looked away quickly, so I let out a loud caw that made him jump.

      The only other occupant, and the reason he was here, turned her head slightly to glance back at me over her shoulder. The familiar smokey-gray eyes narrowed in annoyance. Returning her attention to the customer, she began giving specific instructions for the spell he’d purchased. I watched how her long black hair swayed with each movement. She’d managed to work out the snarls I’d left as a little present earlier this morning. If I didn’t currently have a beak, I would’ve pursed my lips in utter disappointment. I’d spent painstaking hours weaving those tiny, maddening knots into her silky hair, and now every last trace of my handiwork had vanished.

      The male turned away from her and knocked over a stack of carpet rolls; everything clattered to the ground. She, however, didn’t so much as flinch while he apologized profusely. The Fae male and I watched as she lifted her hand, gave a flick of her wrist, and just like that, everything snapped back into its original place. He stared at her, wide-eyed and speechless, before turning on his heel and scrambling out of the cottage like his life depended on it.

      The truth is, she was a terrible hoarder of every shiny trinket and useless bauble that caught her eye. Instead of expanding her home to store the clutter, she just carved narrow goat paths through the mess to get around. I’ve never understood how she could live like this. Unfortunately, I’d bound myself to her in servitude for an unknown stretch of time, which meant this chaotic mess was my living quarters as well.

      “Tennyson!” She screeched the moment the front door clicked shut. I didn’t ruffle a feather even though it took all my willpower not to hop gleefully back and forth on my feet. She whirled to face me, seething mad, storm clouds gathering in her eyes. Even now, she was one of the most beautiful women I had ever laid eyes on, deadly but beautiful.

      An indent formed between her brows as she glared at me, her sweetheart lips snarling and hiding the dimples on her cheeks. Today, she wore a long, flowy, soft pink dress embroidered with patterns that to most would seem like whimsical swirls. But I had been with her long enough to see beyond the surface to recognize the ancient protection spells hidden in every intricate stitch. It was unclear whether she was the longest-living female alive or simply the most well-guarded.

      I leapt from the perch, shifting into my Fae form before my feet even touched the ground. With hands shoved deep into my pockets, I fixed her with a devilish smile that promised trouble.

      “Yes, Little Enchantress,” I replied innocently.

      “You tied my hair in knots to the bedpost!” She screeched again, stomping toward me like a storm brewing.

      “I have not the faintest idea to which you speak,” I replied, withdrawing my hands from the pockets and raised them high in mock surrender while feigning innocence.

      “Don’t act coy with me.” She glared up at me, her face tight with fury, lips pursed as if they could hold no more disdain. Her hands were clenched into fists on her hips, yet even in anger, she was utterly breathtaking.

      “Why ever would I act coy?” I smiled down at her and gave a teasing wink.

      She huffed, shoving me in the chest before throwing her hands in the air in frustration.

      I laughed out loud, stumbling back a few steps. Despite her tiny frame, her strength could catch anyone off guard. I still wasn’t sure if her strength came from actual muscle or some enchantment stitched into her clothes. A few times I’d considered asking her, but the topics always changed before I got the chance.

      “What did he want?” I asked, instead, steering the conversation elsewhere.

      She shot me another glare before letting out a huff, letting the tension fall away with it.

      “He wanted to hex a neighbor who’s been giving him trouble. Claims they’re stealing his crops and possibly sleeping with his spouse,” she said, grabbing the ingredient jars from the counter to put them away.

      “Wouldn’t he be able to sense his neighbor’s scent on his spouse?” I asked, trailing after her down the goat path toward where she kept the rest of her ingredients.

      “Not if I’m the one who sold the neighbor the concealment spell,” she responded nonchalantly. One of the jars slipped from her hand and clattered to the floor. She didn’t even pause to pick it up. I knew it would lie there for decades—not forgotten, no. She remembered where everything was in her home. She just wouldn’t take the time to put it away.

      “You need to stop meddling,” I said with a light-hearted scold, picking the jar up from the floor and carrying it with me. The clutter used to bother me, but over time, I’d learned to stop noticing it.

      “It’s not meddling, it’s simply business,” she snipped.

      “And what did he pay for this hex?”

      “He has to deliver a bushel of each of his crops every year for the next fifty years.”

      I gave a low whistle. “Must be some really good food.”

      “I guess I’ll find out.” She shrugged. Her payments never aligned from one client to the next. This time, it was food. The last hex cost someone a night in her bed, and before that, she demanded an arranged marriage of her choosing as payment. The one thing I could be grateful for was not having to deal with her bringing in more servants. I wasn’t possessive or worried about my position. I simply disliked sharing my space. Even with only the two of us, the place already felt too crowded.

      There were no feelings between The Spellcaster and me. Aside from casual sex, we didn’t owe each other anything. Well, except that I owed her my servitude until she deemed my debt was paid. Thus far, we were coming up on one hundred and forty-eight years of me being bound to her. The imaginary shackles didn’t chafe too badly most days. And when they did, I reminded myself why I agreed to the bargain in the first place.

      She placed the remaining jars on the shelves; each one returned to its proper spot. Reaching above her, I slid the one I’d picked up off the floor into place. I placed my other hand on her hip, steadying myself. When she turned, it slid across the warm curve of her stomach and lingered on the opposite side, the air between us suddenly heavier. The Spellcaster masked her emotions well, waiting for my next move. She’d allowed me to back her into this tight space, with no clear way out. Stacks of clutter towered almost to the ceiling on either side of us, and the ingredient cabinet marked the dead end of this narrow goat path.

      A more eager woman might’ve given me a coy smile in this moment, but The Spellcaster preferred to chip away at my ego instead. Leaning down, I kissed her, needing a way to escape the feelings I kept locked deep inside. Her lips met mine with warmth, her arms winding around my neck and drawing me in like she couldn’t bear any distance between us. She snapped her fingers, and in an instant, we were on the bed. She straddled me, and I sank into the plush warmth of her mattress, caught between magic and desire. She’d never given me a bed of my own. If I wanted to sleep in one, it had to be hers and only after I’d pleased her to her satisfaction.

      Our kiss deepened, her tongue exploring mine as her fingers worked quickly to undo the black leather straps and buckles across my body. With another simple snap of her fingers, she could have stripped me bare. But there was intimacy in doing it the long way that she knew I craved, and she gave it to me. I brought my hands up between us, gathering the fabric of her dress in my fists. I didn’t ask for permission as I tore it down the front, savoring the familiar sound of ripping cloth. Without breaking the kiss, she slipped out of the torn fabric and flung it toward a forgotten corner of the room. I sat up and began peeling off my leathers, letting the weapons thud to the floor one by one around the bed. My hands found her breasts, and I rolled her nipples between my fingers, coaxing a breathy moan from her lips. She raked her nails down my chest, leaving fresh marks beside the ones still healing.

      The Spellcaster’s hips lifted as her fingers reached the leather straps of my pants. She made quick work of the loops, and I helped her yank them down. With a push of my feet, I kicked them off the bed, the clatter of throwing knives and daggers echoing across her wooden floor. Neither of us cared if the weapons scratched the wood; she could fix it with a spell anytime she wanted. I sank back into the mattress, savoring the sight of the goddess above me, her eyes heavy with lust.

      Her black hair fanned out around us, tendrils lazily splayed across the bed. When she moved, the silky strands brushed against my skin. More than once, she’d used that same hair to tie me up and take her pleasure as she pleased.

      Without a moment’s pause, she sank onto my stiff cock, claiming with greedy intent. I bucked beneath her, fingers teasing her nipples until another moan escaped her throat. The sharp rhythm of skin on skin echoed through the room as she rode me with growing urgency. The Spellcaster moaned, head thrown back from the way I teased her nipples in slow, deliberate circles. I often wished she’d pierce them, just so I could run a chain between those perfect peaks. I’d tease her mercilessly with it, drawing out every gasp and whimper.

      I sat up and drew one into my mouth, my tongue circling the hardened tip in slow, deliberate strokes. Her wetness coated my cock as she tightened around me. My right hand gripped her ass firmly, guiding her rhythm and holding her in that sweet, torturous place just shy of release. She loved testing her limits, edging herself until she trembled. I lived for the whimper she couldn’t hold back as I worked to unravel her control. It was a game we both knew by heart—and one neither of us ever truly lost.

      I bucked up into her again as I pinched her other nipple even harder, rolling it roughly between my calloused fingers. Her first cry slipped out, though she still held herself back, refusing to cum just yet. Her muscles clenched around me, gripping me with agonizing tightness. I let her nipple slip from my mouth, trailing a line of kisses across her chest until I reached its waiting twin. With both hands gripping her ass, I took control of the rhythm, guiding her as I leaned back into the bed. From this angle, she was forced to take more of my length as I pushed into her, my mouth closing around her nipple, sucking hard. She fought to reclaim control, resisting the climax I was coaxing from her. When she rose in a desperate attempt to pull away, I thrusted upwards and slammed her hips back down onto me.

      She cried out as her orgasm gripped me, her body milking every pulse. I kept driving into her, drawing out wave after wave of pleasure until she was trembling, begging me to stop. But I wasn’t finished. Releasing her hardened peak from my mouth, I rolled us over in one swift motion, pinning her beneath me on the bed. I threw her shaking legs over my shoulders and pounded into her. She grabbed the nearest pillow and shoved it over her face as she muffled her moans of pleasure. Her tight little pussy continued to clench around me. I kissed her calves and her feet while I fucked her and when I felt myself riding on the edge of my own orgasm, I dropped down over her. With both hands planted on either side of her head with her legs still draped over my shoulders, I drove into her harder. I relished the way her tits bounced from the force, every movement stoking the fire in me. I roared as my orgasm tore through me, shattering me into a million pieces while my cock pulsed. I collapsed onto her, knowing she found comfort in the weight of mine against her. She moved the pillow aside, and we lay there, breathless, our faces inches apart as we pulled air into our lungs, still tangled in the moment.

      I started to roll off her, but she held me in place. So, I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her tightly against me. I hadn’t slept here in a few days, and when she got clingy like this, it usually meant something was wrong. But maybe—just maybe—she sensed I needed this more than she did.

      

      We stayed like that until she complained about overheating. I rolled off her and glanced at the mess we’d made on the floor. Just setting my foot down on the hardwood could have caused an injury. My weapons were scattered everywhere. I leaned over and quietly started collecting the blades on my side, while she mirrored me on hers. When we’d cleared enough space, I slipped out of bed, still naked and kept picking up weapons until I could finally get to some of my clothes.

      I reached her torn dress first and tossed it to her. She didn’t even look at it. She snapped her fingers, and it was as if I’d never ripped it in the first place. She’d patched up more dresses than either of us could count because of me, and I’d spent just as much time putting an edge back on blades dulled by her antics.

      A silent heaviness hung in the air while we dressed. Was she waiting for the right moment to talk about it? There would never be a correct time. I could fly away as far as I liked, but it wouldn’t eliminate what I had been trying to escape from.

      “I have a mission for you,” her voice broke my thoughts.

      I merely grunted in admission for her to continue as I finished tightening the leather strap across my chest.

      “I need you to go fetch someone who has been guarding something very precious for me.”

      “Why don’t you simply snap your fingers and bring them here yourself?” I growled. I might have been her servant, but I wasn’t an errand boy. I am Tennyson, the most feared Fae male to ever fight in the Fae Wars. How insulting it was to be sent to collect someone who was surely below my rank. I had watched the Spellcaster summon people here numerous of times. Why now did she insist I go fetch them myself?

      “You’re in a sour mood today,” she commented instead, completely ignoring my flaring temper. There was nothing I could do to harm her, and we both knew it. She was probably the only living being who didn’t fear me in the slightest. Then again, when she held the keys to someone’s life, there wasn’t much left to be afraid of.

      I didn’t respond, choosing to remain silent. Irritation prickled under my skin as I waited for her to continue with the details.

      “You rule out your own happiness because of one choice when you’re too narrow-sighted to see all the opportunities at your disposal.” She hummed while braiding her hair. “Or maybe you believe your happiness was over the day you gave her up⁠—"

      “Shut up, dammit!” I seethed with half a mind to shift and come back later. She knew not to bring that topic up. Even with me tying her hair in knots to the bedposts, I hadn’t earned this level of retribution.

      “I’ll give you your freedom sooner if you retrieve this Fae for me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          TENNYSON

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t describe the feeling that coursed through me. Once again, I couldn’t have heard her correctly. I’d been in servitude to The Spellcaster for almost one hundred and fifty years. With the deal we made, I’d assumed it would be centuries longer before my freedom was even a thought in her mind. No one knew how old she was, some believed she may have been the longest living specimen in the lands. No one could recount a time before she existed, nor did anyone have the slightest clue what her true name was. I’d always thought I’d uncover it eventually, but no matter how I tried to outmaneuver her, it stayed beyond my reach.

      “Who and what do I need to retrieve?”

      “The matter is a bit more complicated. They live further away than my magic is able to reach for retrieval.”

      “I can’t say I’ve ever heard of your magic being limited.” My thoughts turned to the most distant corners of the world, curious what might be beyond even her reach.

      “Well, now you have.” She flicked her gaze toward me; fully aware I was already cataloging another of her weaknesses. There weren’t many, but after all the time we’d spent together, I’d managed to discover a few. Not that it made any difference. I still couldn’t act on them.

      “So, who’s the lucky bastard I’m supposed to haul back here?” I wanted to get straight to the point. The sooner I could drop their sorry carcass off at her doorstep, the sooner I could be free of this place. I had nowhere to go, though it hardly mattered; that was of minor consequence.

      “I wouldn’t call her a bastard to her face,” she warned. The Spellcaster’s eyes locked with mine, and despite her blank expression, the glimmer in her gaze told me this wasn’t any ordinary Fae.

      “Alright, who is the lucky lady then?” I smirked while rolling my shoulder blades, I could use a challenge. My initial qualms about being an escort became minimal if it meant I could taste some new pleasures. The Spellcaster and I weren’t exclusive. Often, she would be shooing me out of her cottage to have a tussle in the sheets with a visitor. With the more adventurous guests, I was requested to join in.

      The Spellcaster held my gaze as she dropped a single name. “Rina.”

      All my humor vanished. I froze as lethal rage washed over me. For the third time today, I was sure my ears had to be deceiving me. This had to be one of her silly little pranks to rile me up—revenge for knotting her hair. My knuckles cracked as I flexed my hands tightly.

      “What. Did. You. Say?” I gritted out through my clenched jaw.

      The Spellcaster offered a sweet, knowing smile as she moved to her vanity, fixing herself in the mirror. “You heard me,” she replied, shrugging it off. Her demeanor had shifted, almost to the point of indifference, though her amusement still lingered in the air.

      “I don’t think I did,” I challenged.

      “You will be retrieving Rina the Revered,” she tacked on my sworn rival’s title. While I was known as Tennyson the Feared, somehow Rina had gleaned the title of being revered. We both had fought in the Fae Wars three hundred years ago and were tied in an endless competition of who was the top lethal unit.

      My unit composed of Kierian, Erilea and myself as the leader. Meanwhile, Rina stood at the front of her unit as the leader, followed by two males whose names I barely bothered to remember. Both units were prized by our Fae King; a male I’ve had no contact with since the wars ended. I’d given him what he wanted, a victory against the humans. I wasn’t daft enough to believe he had any more need for me after that.

      Rina’s comrades perished during the war. The only one we lost was Erilea, but it should’ve been me. She would have been proud to know that everything she had done with her wish had led to this. Mytilda’s words from earlier echoed in my head.

      The Spellcaster’s eyes met mine in the vanity mirror, and a silent staring contest ensued. My face darkened as lethal, killing rage swept through me. My fingernails turned to long, sharp black talons and I continued to flex my hands.

      “Put those away, you can’t do anything with them,” she scolded.

      I snarled, “Why can’t I retrieve what she’s guarding and leave it at that?”

      “Because the item she’s guarding is woven into the spell on her body. If you try to separate them, it will bring a far worse fate on you and everyone here.” She didn’t so much as blink, while arching one eyebrow in emphasis.

      “When do I leave?” I asked, my voice was like ice. There was no sense in pushing the matter. If I had to drag Rina kicking and screaming, I would enjoy it. I wanted my freedom.

      “Now.”

      I didn’t waste another moment, my hands blackened further until I fully shifted into my raven form. My anger threaded through every beat of my wings as I flew toward Rina’s manor. One moment, I was soaring away from the cottage. Then came the flash—the Spellcaster’s magic flinging me to the outermost edges of the Fae lands, where the forest grew denser and the company of my kind all but disappeared. I assumed this was where her magic limitations ended. Even with this, she’d saved me almost a week’s worth of flying, but there was still a day of travel until I arrived. It would give me enough time to ponder a few things while also thinking of ways to drop in on Dear Miss Revered.

      It had been three hundred years since I last saw Rina, and I’d have been perfectly content to go a lifetime longer without crossing her path again. It was highly likely she would attempt to murder me on sight and my feelings towards her were mutual. But of course, the little weaseling witch I was enslaved to wouldn’t allow me to maim a single hair on Rina’s perfect head. Fortunately, the one thing I could guarantee is the spell weaved on Rina would cause terrible things to happen to her if she refused to come with me.

      

      A day later, I swooped down onto a tree branch overlooking the training grounds. I half-shifted as I stood on the branch, my wings only slightly tucked behind my back as I watched the female train. All that time had gone by, yet the female warrior remained exactly the same. Her long white hair, marked by the dark brown barred pattern of her lineage, had shifted over the centuries—more white than brown now—but it still reached nearly to her waist, flowing behind her in a thick ponytail. Her slender, agile frame shifted with fluid ease as she swept her sword through the air, running through her drills in solitary focus. I’d heard the rumors that she’d taken over her father’s manors and the vast grounds when he died.

      I took note that no other Fae were anywhere nearby as she moved between the ten practice dummies set up in the ring. The majority of the dummies had seen better days. They were riddled with holes as straw and sand spilled out every time her blade struck. Given the force behind her blows, I suspected some Fae magic was the only thing keeping them in one piece. I could feel the presence of other Fae on the grounds, though she seemed to prefer training alone. Then again, I only knew of two Fae males who could rival her skill. I swallowed the hard truth that I was one of them, having yet to best her. The other being my second in command during the wars, Kierian.

      With no war on the horizon, the likelihood of anyone else rivaling our abilities was unfathomable. I questioned why Rina continued to train three centuries later when we were living in a time of peace. Not wanting to admit it, but I’d been lax on my own training.

      I barely had time to lean to the side as the dagger soared past me. Rina’s bright golden eyes glared up at me while sweat ran down the sides of her face. Stray white strands stuck to her sweat and frizzled about her. She readied another dagger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          RINA

        

      

    

    
      Hours later, I’d worked up quite a sweat from the day’s training. I was already mentally listing everything I’d need to repair and sharpen when I finished. With no one to spar against, I ended up repairing things every day. None of my lazy guards would even bother to challenge me. They had no idea or care for the potential of training with me could do for them. No, instead, they refused to take me seriously. I rolled my eyes, huffing past them in disgust. Honestly, I should just get rid of them all and find ambitious Fae who cared enough to learn. Sighing to myself, I knew it wasn’t as if anyone had come knocking at my manor gates in all this time. No, I lived in lands nearly uninhabitable, and too many were afraid of me.

      Although, sometimes for fun, I would venture out to the few local taverns and get into a brawl, but I always left disappointed. The females thought themselves too refined for fighting, despite hanging around a seedy tavern. As for the males, they were too weak. Even when their egos were bruised and their tempers ignited by losing to a female, they still couldn’t come close to matching my skill.

      I felt the shift of wind as a new presence entered my grounds and the faint familiar smell of him hit me. On reaction, while still holding my sword in one hand, the other reached for a dagger and twirling, I threw it with all my force at him. He casually leaned to the side, missing my dagger as if it wouldn’t have gone clean through his throat. I glared up at him, readying another dagger in my hand.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he tsked, his voice a low, velvety caress that had driven countless Fae to madness. It poured over them like warm wine, turning sinful when it dropped into that husky murmur no one ever quite recovered from.

      Tennyson was, without question, the most terrifyingly handsome Fae male I’d ever laid eyes on, and when he smirked down at me with those sinful lips, every warning I’d ever heard about him felt deliciously irrelevant. His glossy black hair matched the raven wings he kept unfurled—both shimmering with hints of green, blue, and purple as the sunlight played across them. Those dark brown eyes, so deep they were nearly black, assessed me with a quiet intensity, as if he were savoring the moment before my next move. Even with the arsenal I had hidden on my body, he somehow managed to carry more weapons. And after all these years, the sculpted muscles beneath his clothes hadn’t diminished in the slightest. Once, long ago, I could have let myself be ensnared by it like everyone else. I learned better than to end up as just another notch on his bedpost. He’d make a worthy opponent. The thought of making him bleed—knowing it was by my hand—was almost intoxicating.

      “The Spellcaster is calling for you,” Tennyson said, his smile curving in a way I knew was anything but friendly.

      My eyes widened as my body involuntarily flinched. The spells she had woven into me stirred at the mere sound of her title. It was time. I hadn’t known when she would summon me, only that once she did, our deal would be complete. I never would have expected her to send Tennyson.

      “I heard you’d become her little pet,” I spat. From the whispering rumors, he’d been serving her in more ways than one. Not surprising for the whoremonger to place himself in servitude to someone as beautiful as her. The Spellcaster may have sent Tennyson, but it didn’t mean I was required to be cordial to him.

      He gave me a cool, unemotional look, not responding to my jab as he jumped from the tree and landed before me. I gripped the dagger harder, my sword ready in my other hand for whatever he had planned. I knew this wasn’t a trick, only The Spellcaster and I knew about her sealing the item within me. There would be no way for him to know that other than it being time to give it back.

      “Heard you struck some bargain with her,” I went on, hoping to provoke him. “And now you, the most feared of us all, have to jump whenever she snaps her fingers.” I rolled my eyes. What was there to fear in a predator that had been leashed? Everything. But I’d be damned if I let him see that he still could affect me.

      He merely blinked at me, barely reacting to my words. He didn’t even have the audacity to appear fazed by my weapons, which pissed me off worse. I ought to hurl another dagger at him and, the moment he dodged, drive my sword into him.

      “What, can’t deny it?” I taunted. I wanted him riled up. I wanted him to fight me; I needed this challenge. Every time we’d fought in the past it ended in a tie. I needed to know if, after all this time, I could finally defeat him. My muscles coiled in anticipation of the fight I was ready to start.

      “Shift and let’s go.” His velvety voice was void of amusement as he gave the order.

      “That’s all you have to say?” I yelled, preparing to throw the dagger.

      “What happens if you refuse to pay when The Spellcaster summons you?” He calmly asked, watching me with his predatory gaze. He didn’t know.

      I swallowed, my excitement turning to fear. He watched as a bead of sweat rolled down my temple. If I refused to answer the summons, I would receive the worse pains of my life, where I’d beg for death, but The Spellcaster promised I’d live for eternity in that pain. I’d be forced to live in silence in her cottage as nothing more than a wisp of what I am now. I couldn’t withhold the shudder that ran through my body. Tennyson missed nothing.

      “That’s what I thought. Shift and let’s go,” he ordered again. His raven wings flared behind him, a clear sign he was ready to move, though he wouldn’t fully shift until I did.

      I hurled the dagger at him at last, only for it to sail past when he once again leaned away with infuriating ease. I turned on my heel and stomped off to my rooms. If he dared strike while my back was turned, I’d welcome the challenge.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” He barked.

      “To pack,” I growled, continuing onwards. I wasn’t refusing the summons, but I couldn’t travel as I was. I needed supplies.

      “What do you mean to pack? It is only a few days flight from here to there!” He yelled; impatience was beginning to lace within his words.

      “I will have my horse readied, we can leave in a few hours,” I called over my shoulder. Tennyson was disappointing me by not taking the cheap shot while my back was exposed.

      “A horse?!” He yelled louder with disbelief as it echoed off the rock walls of the training area. I finally heard the crunch of his leather soles against the dirt and rocks as he
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