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      “Katazarra,” Hadroc said as he came into the library, “I need you to take care of James.”

      I set my book on the stand beside my upholstered chair, noting the golden glow the soft daylight gave as if fell over the exposed skin of my shoulder. The cold remains of my tea had long ago filled the crevasses of the room with its flavor. From outside the window came muted voices and the clatterings of preparation for tonight’s festival.

      Hadroc came to a halt, his silk-lined cape swirling to a rest.

      He was a beautiful man—angular and tall in the way of all fae, but even more fair and more angular than the rest. The musk of soil and harsh-cut wood surged at his entrance, scents that were mixed with the unmistakable odor of recent sex. His cheekbones were flush. The gaze of his eyes—which could be beautiful one moment, then freeze to daggers the next—was crystalline and watery now. As always occurred, I shuddered with memories of his body as soon as I laid eyes on him: the strength of his arms, the hardness of the muscles along his back. I remembered the feeling of his fingers pressing into the low slope of my backbone.

      Even now, after everything, I felt pulled to him.

      That is the nature of fairy magic. Hadroc’s hold is as bold and wonderful as it is terrifying and everlasting.

      “I assume, then, that this must be James,” I replied, examining the man who followed Hadroc.

      I might have considered him to be stunning also if it weren’t for the nearness of Hadroc. The human was the flipside of the fae lord, dark complexioned with a shock of black hair falling over his forehead. His sharp-edged cheekbones underscored eyes so dark that irises melted seamlessly into black pupils. James was as thin as Hadroc, too, but where the fae’s movements were smooth and pure, James’s were awkward and abrupt, made as if his mortal brain continually interrupted them to consider some other action. He wore human clothes as well as a human aura—hiking apparel, mostly, denim dungarees and a flannel shirt, both of which had certainly been removed earlier, but now had been returned to cover James’s toned body.

      His fear was palpable under a forced stoicism.

      His bootsteps were heavy on the hardwood floor.

      “I am needed at the construction,” Hadroc said. “And I need James to have a partner for lunch.”

      “I see,” I replied.

      Those words, combined with the undercurrent of annoyance in the fae’s gaze were enough to tell the tale. James had fallen for the fae, as will most humans Hadroc desires. But unlike most, James was conversant with lore. He understood that to take food in the land of fairy would bind him to Hadroc forever, and that wasn’t on his agenda. Hadroc was in command of the preparations for Alban Arthan, the forthcoming Winterfest celebration that would draw the old year to its end and see the birth of the new. There would be dancing and music, much wine and, of course, much of all the other frivolities that came with dance, music, and wine. It was the highlight of the fae year.

      Hadroc’s position meant he had a built-in excuse for his departure, but the years had been long for me and I knew he was more inconvenienced in this matter than he was overworked. Rather than do the dirty work himself, the fae lord wanted me to find a way to get the young man to eat. The edge to his watery gaze also said that the punishment for failing him would be severe.

      Severe for Hadroc, as I already understood, was not a trifling thing.

      I stood and ran my hand down the velour side panels on my dress, mostly to remove wrinkles that had come from my time seated though I cannot lie about my desire to see a moment of hunger on Hadroc’s gaze. The garment was well fitted, and the fae are nothing if not transparent in their admiration of beauty over certain other qualities.

      “I’m sure I can keep James entertained,” I said, drawing the approval from Hadroc I craved.

      “That’s wonderful, love,” he said.

      My heart clenched as Hadroc breezed out of the room.

      The silence he left behind was as if the entire place took a collective sigh, then, thankfully, the distant crash of an axe cleaving wood broke the moment.

      I drew a breath and glanced to James.

      His eyes drew half-closed as he appraised me in ways he hadn’t while Hadroc was here. Without thinking, I found myself presenting an angle that would let the dress do its work. A moment later I lifted my hand toward James, palm down.

      “Come, come,” I said, beckoning with a glint to my eye that I knew would convince any who were not fae.

      “I’m not hungry,” James said, clearly in control of himself now.

      “You may not desire food,” I said. “But I have my orders, and you can save me no little trouble by at least accompanying me while I partake.”

      His smile was as abrupt as if I had interrupted him.

      “I can understand that,” he said.

      I turned my hand over, still extending it. This time he took it.

      His grip was smoother than I would have guessed from his outdoorsy attire. His fingers were as strong as Hadroc’s. His hand was firm and warm.

      I understand what Hadroc saw in him, I thought as I led him from the library, through the hall, and toward the kitchen.

      The building was a huge network of chambers and passages built under and around the canopy of the great expanse of Fairyland forest over the years. Wings of the manor serve both as Hadroc’s living quarters and the place where he conducts his business, whatever that is at the moment. Like most fae, his interests shift like tides along the oceanfront.

      James spent the trip looking at the place as if he was seeing it for the first time, which I suppose is true enough. I’m certain that he’s not been out of Hadroc’s, uh, sight since coming to Fairy, until now, and as long as Hadroc is in a room the glamour he emits will absorb all attentions.

      Seeing wonder on the face of new arrivals is the only part of my role that I liked, so I watched as we progressed past the arched goldenwood of the central hallway, and traversed the simple passage of stairways that led to the working areas of the center. His gaze was like a squirrel in a tree, skittering from limb to limb in short bursts, landing, hesitating with nervous anticipation, then moving again.

      The kitchen and dining centers are on the third level of a backhouse. The sweet smells of cold meats and fresh fruits stirred my stomach as we approached.

      I took a plate and filled it with more than I could eat.

      James remained emptyhanded, which I allowed.

      “This is an amazing place,” James said.

      “Yes,” I replied. “I call it the Tree Castle.”

      He gave the desired chuckle. “I see why.”

      We took a seat at an ornate table of carved oak that sat on the open patio. It gave us a view that looked over the forest to the north and the open grounds where the dancing would be held later tonight to the east. The manor yard’s magicked grass was vivid green against the dead of winter around it.

      At this height the forest felt like a tapestry of leafless branches.

      The dry air was cold, and blowing hard enough that it threw James’s dark hair back from his head, but fires at each corner of the space kept the table warm enough.

      Below, fae folk worked on the grounds, without, of course, any help from or even sighting of Hadroc. A set of three podiums had been constructed at equidistant points around the open glade, each large enough to hold a band of musicians when the event began. Evergreen and holy-spruce ringed the area as if it were a protective fence against the press of oak and birch that filled the forest around us. Every door in sight was adorned with arrangements of holly or mistletoe. Unfurled banners rolled from the sills of every window, adorned with the fertility symbols of goats and lions.

      “I like it outside,” I said, taking in the sky as we sat. “It makes me feel like the world is limitless.”

      I slid my plate to the space between us, hoping the pure nearness of faeland nourishment would sway his senses, but he was resolute. Undaunted, I selected an apricot. Its flesh was coarse and tasted sweet on my tongue.

      “How long have you been here?” James asked.

      “Time is hard to track
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