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Glossary


Álainn – Lovely or beautiful

Elven/Elf – The Elven are a separate caste of the Fae and don’t fall under the Seelie or Unseelie rule. Instead they rule themselves. Unlike Goblin where they are all under one ruler, a smaller sect of Elves branched off to become known as the Dark Elves. This book focuses on the Light Elves. The Light Elves are very proper and tend to have high opinions of themselves.

Fae/Faery/Fairy – The Fae are an ancient race of all things mythical and mystical, usually hailing from Celtic roots. Typically, they are ruled by two courts—the light and the dark, or the Seelie and Unseelie (See Seelie and Unseelie for further explanation of those courts).

Goblin – The Goblin are a separate caste of the Fae that don’t fall under the rule of the Seelie or Unseelie. Instead they have their own King and Queen and stay out of the politics not regarding their own or those they have brought under their wing.

Iontach – Magnificent.

Leath Cine – Half breed

Máistreás – Mistress.

Máthair – Mother.

Mac baile fáilte de Goblin – Welcome home, son of Goblin.

Mac soith – Son of a bitch.

MECA – Magical Enforcement and Containment Agency. MECA was created by the leath cine who were displaced after the Light Elven Declaration. They now train children that are half human half Elf or Goblin and give them a place in society after they have completed training.

Mo ghrá – My love

Seelie or Light Fae – The Seelie are more commonly known as the Light Court or the Light Fae. They typically don’t harm humans and are similar enough in appearance that they can blend in easily with humans. Known to be extremely snobby.

Sift/Sifted – The ability to move between worlds, realms, and places in the blink of an eye. Most Fae have the ability once taught around adolescence.

Soith atá suite – Lying bitch

Soith dúr – stupid bitch

Tine – Literally fire. As in my little fire.

Tíre cothrom – Fair folk, fairy, or the Fae.

Unseelie or Dark Fae – The Unseelie are more commonly known as the Dark Court and typically get up to mischief and cause trouble. They are home to the more grotesque creatures and are known for taking in anyone who is considered outcast, much like the Goblins. They are also the home of the Sluagh, which are equated to the hell hounds of the Fae.


PROLOGUE


Four Hundred Years Prior

Excerpt from the Declaration of Light Elven Breeding

As of this moment, inter-breeding of any Goblin and Elven species is considered treason against the Light Elven Kingdom. Any interaction of intimate nature between Goblin and Elf will be punishable by death for both participating parties. The abomination of the crossing of both species has produced a new branch of horribly unpredictable creatures that are too unbearable to look upon, let alone live within our society. Any fraternization or suspected fraternization will also be punishable by death. Any children previously born of one Goblin and one Elven parent will be allowed life outside of the Elven Kingdom, but not inside its walls or inside the walls of Kingdoms allied with the Light Elven Kingdom. Those of sullied blood will be exiled forevermore as will any found to be hiding or aiding them. Children born of any union between Goblin and Elf will be sentenced to death upon birth if death before birth is not achievable without harm to the Elven mother. We must strengthen our own kind, and sullying bloodlines with impure Goblin blood will only lead to the destruction of the Elven Kingdom rule and the end of our race.

King Bale McEver

Three hundred and seventy-seven years later, reading the declaration again, Callista knew only one option remained. She must keep her precious child hidden from discovery. Think, Callista, think. She couldn’t leave the child at the Goblin Kingdom, for surely those brutes would destroy the babe for being weak. The horror stories of babies not surviving long there unless they were born to cruel and harsh parents were numerous and she couldn’t damn her child to an existence of fighting for her life. Her child was forbidden. Her sullied bloodline considered treason. No one could ever know what she was. Callista, would bear this secret for the rest of her life, and the father would never know of their child. Now she must ensure that her little girl kept the appearance of a normal full-blooded Elven baby.

She stroked the points of her daughter’s little ears, humming to her softly as she rocked her. She must act as though her child were of inferior birth and leave her to grow in the human realm. It was the only way to keep her hidden from those who would harm her. Luckily, she had the creamy silver skin of a higher elf, and her emerald green shimmer was starting to become apparent. No disfigurements or added limbs as could happen with certain Goblin species, thank the Goddess. She was perfect, and she had to stay that way. Shielding her was the only way to ensure her survival. Callista would ensure her daughter was protected from discovery.

Her heart breaking, she sifted out of her chambers in the Elven Kingdom to the crowded and iron-filled streets of Indianapolis. Before she stepped foot in the city, she grimaced. The overpowering taste of metal filled her mouth. Plastic and rotten food perfumed the air with a pungent odor. The cramped spaces between buildings almost overwhelmed her determination to leave her baby here. Prolonged exposure to iron was harmful to full-blooded Fae, especially Elves. Due to Callista’s heritage, her precious daughter might have a better tolerance in this city than she did. Either way it would help dampen her abilities once she reached maturity.

Walking the short distance to the compound founded by similarly displaced elves, goblins, and other magical beings from centuries ago, Callista called forth a basket to lay her baby girl in. She wrapped the child in a hunter green silk baby blanket. Before she turned away, she placed a feather soft kiss on her babe’s forehead.

“You will be safe here, my little darling, and always remember, Mother loves you.”

She placed her into the basket and allowed herself one last tearful look before sifting back to her rooms within the Light Elven Castle. The soft sounds of her sleeping baby no longer with her left her chambers hauntingly silent. Sitting on the large chair she kept next to the baby’s crib, she wept silently. Callista’s chin trembled as she pressed her hand to her quivering lips. Pain washed over her as she clutched her stomach in one hand, her baby’s blanket in the other.

As she fell asleep, she vowed to do everything in her power to ensure her daughter would survive no matter what the foolish declaration stated.

The previous Light Elven King was delusional anyway.


CHAPTER


ONE

Present Day – 23 Years Later

“Shit! God. Effing. Damnit!”

I pick my ass up off the pavement and run after the ancient higher elf gone mad. Brushing the hair that escaped from my ponytail out of my face, I take off after him. Figures, the night I, Ever Leath, actually have plans, I’m chasing after this asshole who’s hell bent on wreaking havoc all over downtown Indianapolis. I grumble under my breath. Doyle’s deep rumbling laugh echoes in my ear. I’m not paid enough to deal with this shit. But it keeps people safe and keeps the peace between species, so I do it.

I pant as I chase after the rogue elf. “Laugh it up, asshole. First round is on you.” I run full speed ahead after the spry older elf. He stops dead at the end of the trash-filled alley. The rogue spins around and locks eyes with me. His body is visibly shaking.

His hysterical laughter bubbles up from his thin and cracking lips. My ears are pierced with pain every time I hear the incoherent babbling that emerges when he opens his mouth. His once dual-colored eyes flash between flat slate grey and green and blue. He looks left to right looking for an escape.

He won’t find one. My team has me covered, but I get the fun task of getting up close and personal with the poster child for unstable and psychotic elves. I’m lucky enough to have the job of hauling his ass back to the Light Elven Kingdom, where they will deal with him in whatever way they deem fit. My job at the Magic Enforcement and Containment Agency, or MECA for short, is to guard the fragile humans from the darker side of being goblin, elf, Fae, or magical being in general. Sounds awesome, right? Tell that to my now bruised ass. Being a Guard isn’t easy, and even though I complain about it I love every second of it. Well, most of the time I do.

Humans know we exist, but they only know about those who look similar enough to pass as human.

Half-human, half-elven, or half-goblin children are common. Fae love to take advantage of their effect on the human race, and they leave a string of children behind that their human parents have no idea what to do with. Thus MECA was created to teach and employ those considered leath cine—literally translated as half breed—to work as members of a little piece of society that understands who we really are. MECA raises us as warriors, scholars, and political ambassadors to the full blooded Fae who employ us to do their dirty work.

I’m damn good at corralling these little fuckers. So here I am, my ass sore from being knocked on it and my elbow scraped. I look down. My new pair of jet black combat boots are scuffed. Oh, hell no.

I point at my boots and then the demented elf in front of me, snarling. “You’re going to regret that, asshole.” If there is one thing I am girl about, it’s my shoes. I hate the anxiety that comes with the first scuff appearing on them. Something so beautiful shouldn’t be scratched.

“Catch me if you can, little girl.” He shifts from foot to foot.

I brace myself for his next move. The only way out of this is through me, and he knows it, if the determined glint in his eye is anything to go by. He lunges at me, and I brace myself for impact. I grab his bony shoulders, flip him to the ground, and land on him. We both let out an oomph as we struggle on the ground.

All the while his mumbling is making less and less sense. “It’s the entirety of life that doesn’t make sense, you know.” He focuses on something behind me. “Eyes like your father’s you have, my dear.”

“Stay still, dude. It’s over.” I ignore his comment about my eyes for now, storing that for later. Any information about my father warrants further investigation but now is not the time.

“Augh!” I lose my breath as his elbow digs into my kidney. I struggle to drag in air.

“Fuck! Any time would be nice, guys.” I know they can hear me through my ear piece. “But just take your time. I enjoy playing ‘what shape is my newest bruise?’”

Boots slap the pavement, and two of my team of five other Guards appear around the corner, distracting me.

The elf swings at my eye making contact. “Son of a bitch!” I grapple for the rogue elf’s hands and pin him down as Doyle gets down on our level. I grind my teeth at his face-splitting grin.

“You’re lucky I love you or I’d slap that smug smile off your face.” I grit my teeth as the elf continues to struggle to break free beneath me.

“Having fun, Ev?” Doyle asks, his playful grin still twisting his lips.

“Oh, you know, just bunches of it,” I snap back, frowning.

Leaning closer, he lays his hand on the elf’s. Instantly the elf goes lax under me.

Being able to control people’s movements with his hands is his greatest asset. Mine is speed and glamour. My own personal glamour is undetectable to most people, but being able to make people see things that aren’t really there is the other part of it. Houdini didn’t have shit on me.

Doyle and Kirin haul up the elf and place cold iron shackles on his wrists. Both of them drag him toward the large black van idling at the entrance of the alley. I look around and make sure nothing is left behind from our scuffle. I limp toward the van with my hand on my sore ass and glance back to make sure there are no scuff marks on my leather pants.

“That looks like it’s going to leave a mark.” Eryn says. She’s one of my best friends and the only other girl on our team of five. She’s in the front passenger seat of the van. She points at my face and winces.

“I’m sure it will. Dude could pack a punch.” I lightly press against my eye to make sure nothing is broken. I nod to Axel, twisting my lips into a semblance of a smile.

He is the quietest one and he prefers to keep his commentary to a minimum. Axel and I have a lot in common. His mother abandoned him at a young age too. The only difference is he couldn’t care less about having a relationship with her, and I can’t blame him. After how she treated him, I might think the same way. On the other hand, I would love to have a relationship with my mother—someone to talk to about my strange elven abilities or even about how I’m doing, but every time we talk we end up fighting. Usually it’s about my position as a MECA guard. She disagrees with my choice of employment, instead wishing I were a researcher, something less physical and more suited to a lady. But I want to keep people safe, not hide behind a desk.

Axel smiles back, wincing a bit as he searches my bruised face, his own face still sporting a bruise over his right eye. The bruise extends to his chiseled cheek bones, adding to the black-and-blue he got from a fight a few days ago with another MECA guard.

I settle back into my seat and wait. Doyle and Kirin are securing our rogue elf in the back of the van. I lay my head back against the head rest and close my eyes. I’m going to destroy a bottle of vodka at the club tonight. I smile and wonder what type of music will be playing at our favorite spot this week.

“I know that look.” Doyle’s booming voice cuts into my fantasy. “You ready to get plastered, Ev?”

“Hell, yeah. Let’s get rid of him and get there already.”

Axel starts the van and sets us on the route to the closest entrance of the Light Elven Kingdom. Most Fae hate anything modern or metal, so the hour long ride to the middle of nowhere Brown County to the giant tree that serves as their entrance will be spent relaxing and recharging. Doyle and Kirin joke about who will go home with a woman from the bar first, and I’m examining the new scuffs on my boots. These were expensive. Both practical and sexy, the practical part allowing me to work in them. Stupid insane elf. I look behind me and give the guilty elf a dirty look.

Turning around in her seat, Eryn catches my annoyed expression and her eyes flick down to my boots. “Just think of it this way, they are now officially broken in, so you can stop trying not to scuff them.”

Eryn always looks for the positive in any situation. She’s the gentlest of all of us and her patience knows no bounds. She is always trying to instill some semblance of manners into us. She’s an empath, so she knows how each of us feels at any given moment. We try to tone down our emotions around her so we don’t overwhelm her. Empathy is a useful ability in the field, though. She can tell when someone is lying to us.

“Yeah, sure.” I scoff at her and shake my head. There’s nothing I can do now. I’ll just have to glamour them tonight while we’re out so I don’t look like I’m homeless.

Eryn offers me a small mirror. Not bad considering. My blood-red hair is unusual for my lineage, while my pale silver skin with the emerald green shimmer gives away my royal bloodline. My skin is only slightly marred after the elf got me in the face. Nothing a quick thought can’t make disappear when we’re in public. My eyes are wide set. Lilac ringed in azure and framed by long red lashes are nothing like anyone in my family line.

Specially crafted hoops decorate my pointed ears, completely covering the outer shell of my left ear. The hoops signal my guard status with MECA. I’m lucky I didn’t end up as a researcher or just one of the protected—those not so lucky of the half breeds. The protected end up wearing those ridiculous looking half spectacles. Not a good look on me.

Eryn hands me a mirror, her pale white-green skin shimmering. “Here, fix your face.” Eryn is half elf but not of royal bloodlines.

I stick my tongue out at her.

“Yeah, Ev. Fix your face.” Kirin laughs. He hits Doyle’s massive shoulder as he chuckles.

“Up yours, you big oafs.”

Doyle and Kirin are both half goblin, and they prefer to go without glamour. They enjoy the stares they get.

“Hey, don’t group me in with these two.” Axel chuckles as he hikes a thumb over his shoulder. His skin shimmers bronze in the overhead light in the van. Axel is on the small side for a goblin but he holds his own. He’s one of the few male offspring from a human and goblin coupling to survive within the Goblin Kingdom for a few years before he joined us at MECA.

“Yeah, yeah. Whatever.” I finish adjusting my face and flip the compact mirror closed. “Finally.” I throw up my hands.

Nods of assent and noncommittal grunts follow my comment. “It’s so beautiful here. The thousands of lights. The trees’ branches so high they dance with the clouds…” I sigh. After driving for what seems like forever, we approach a large angel oak tree with a trunk as wide as a warehouse. Every time I’m here I’m reminded that I don’t belong in this world. My place is with MECA and my crew. The thought leaves a pressure in my chest making it hard to draw in a deep breath.

Halting the van, Axel signals to Doyle and Kirin to proceed with caution. Both Doyle and Kirin jump out of the van and move toward the back. Both are tall and muscular, inhumanly so, with wide set shoulders and bronze skin shimmered in green, alerting anyone to their goblin heritage. I grip the metal of the door frame tightly while I step out of the van.

I turn and approach the large wooden door covered in scrolling designs and outlined in warm yellow light that sits dead center in the trunk of the massive tree.

Before I can knock, the door swings open, and the keeper of the entrance appears. He is short for an elf and obviously part troll. His deep brown skin matches the color of the bark on the tree. Tree branches grow out of his head like hair, emulating the rack of a deer.

“Ever Leath and crew, here to drop off a rogue.” I bow as I talk.

He turns around and scurries away. His antlers scarcely miss the doorjamb as he slams the door in my face. I turn and watch the nut job behind me as he struggles between Kirin and Doyle.

I glare harshly at the elf. “Would you stop it? You’re going nowhere, so struggle is futile.”

Both Kirin and Doyle chuckle at my outburst, their shoulders shaking slightly. Suddenly sobering, they stand at attention as the door behind me opens again. The light from within the tree shines on our group once more.

I take my time turning around. When I do, I size up the men who are here to deal with our prisoner. I shrug and wave my hand toward them and say to Doyle and Kirin, “Give him to them.”

The twisted lips and scrunched eyes on the elves stop Doyle and Kirin short.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” I scowl. “Yes, they’re half goblin, but they did your asses a favor retrieving this psycho you couldn’t control. So suck up your prejudices and accept what they have to give you.”

Growing up, MECA taught me that elves have a bit of a superiority complex. MECA seems a bit biased against full-blooded goblins and elves though, as the leath cine had been thrown from their home realms and sentenced to live amongst the humans in their realm. Luckily, the full-blooded Fae I know and consider allies don’t seem to care that I’m a leath cine. In fact, they appreciate my status because I can cut through the red tape and go places they can’t without violating treaty laws and land boundaries. I tend to collect lost things or people, trying to help them heal. I know I can’t save everyone, but I try my hardest nonetheless. I just can’t seem to take my own advice and work through my issues with my mother.

“Or we can just let him go and he becomes your problem.” I cock my head to the side.

At their continued stare, I shrug and raise my hand to give the signal to let the rogue elf loose. I hold my hand at my neck, one finger about to draw a line in the air across it. Doyle and Kirin both play their parts. Kirin grabs the prisoner’s shackled hands in his own and Doyle pats his pockets with exaggerated movements as he searches for the keys. Either way, we’ve done our jobs. The elf is back on Light Elven territory.

“W-Wait! Okay fine. Hand him over,” The tallest of the elves shouts begrudgingly. His lips press together after his outburst.

Not the most humble bunch I’ve ever come across.

“Your payment for bringing him back to us will be delivered to the MECA compound. Safe travels,” The elves add with a pointed stare that indicates we are free to go. They turn their backs to us.

Kirin and Doyle spin around, and their heavy footsteps crunch through the hard dirt.

Catching up with them, almost skipping in glee, I link my arms through each of theirs. “Let’s party!”


CHAPTER


TWO

Boom. Boom. Boom.

I startle awake, hands instantly cradling my pounding head. My heart is beating fast from jerking up in bed, the soft sheets pooling at my waist. Goddess, how much did I drink last night?

Who or what do I have to kill to make the noise stop? I am not in the house my crew and I share. I’m in one of the spare rooms at the MECA compound usually used for visiting guard members from around the world or those waiting to get their bunk assignments with their new roommates.

Well, shit.

Some asshole has a death wish this morning. I stumble toward the door, my legs a bit unsteady, ready to knock whomever it is into next week.

“I swear to God if that’s you Doyle, I will castr—”

The door swings open, revealing my mother, and I drop my arm to my side.

“Uh, Mother. Isn’t this a surprise? Come on in.” I make a grand sweeping gesture with my arm. I bend at the waist and smirk at the pursing of her thin lips. I wonder if the unmade bed and the sight of my clothes scattered haphazardly on the floor is the cause of her visible cringe. Shrugging, I can’t bring myself to care about the appearance of the room right now. Each ray of sunlight filtering through the windows is like a shard of glass to my eyeballs.

Scratching my head, I follow her gaze. I don’t even remember getting here last night. I’m still wearing my black lace panties, my bra is off, and I’m in a shirt way too big for me. Must be Doyle’s. Perv. He must have gotten me into bed last night. I chuckle softly. He would never think of me that way.

Shutting the door and turning to face my Mother full on, I brace myself for what is sure to be a migraine-inducing morning. Most of our correspondence is via phone or letter, since she can’t be bothered to take time from her busy court schedule of teas and cross-stitching to see me.

She has visited this place a total of three times, even though I had invited her to countless events as I grew up. Once when she dropped me off as a year-old baby, another time at age five to inform me she wouldn’t be seeing me again until I graduated, and the final time was ten days after I completed my training as a MECA guard. She keeps in touch with letters, but most of the time I don’t respond. She let slip once that her maids read her letters and let her know what is important, so I don’t see the point. Her ramblings about herself and her prattling on about court and all that frilly bullshit doesn’t concern me and only makes me feel even more distant from her than I already am. I want to talk with her, not listen to her talk.

“I’ve been trying to reach you, Ever.” She looks down her pert nose at me from her taller height.

She’s always uses my full name even though I prefer my nickname, Ev. I’ll never tell her for fear of her not using my name at all, but I like that she refuses to use my nickname, like my real name is special in some way to her.

“Why?” Shit must be hitting the fan for her to willingly taking time out of her busy schedule to speak with me in person.

She wrings her hands. Interesting. She’s nervous about telling me something, and she can’t lie. Little drawback—Fae can’t lie, but man, do they know how to play on words. I wonder if something has happened with my Uncle Caddox or one of my many aunts.

“I need to speak with you. It is something of utmost importance.” She pulls at her flowing skirt.

“Yeah, I got that. What is it?”

Can’t she tell I have a date with a mimosa and some breakfast to get rid of this headache? I berate myself as soon as the thought crosses my mind. She came to see me. But deep inside I try not to let myself hope that she wants to get to know me.

“I have found someone for you to marry,” she states, her smile smug.

I jerk back as if I were slapped and drop my jaw. “I’m sorry, did we suddenly jump back in time to the middle ages? Last I checked it’s a free Kingdom, and I can marry whomever the hell I please, Mother.”

“Yes, well, he is of higher elf blood and willing to overlook your impure bloodlines, Ever. Honestly, you are of child-bearing age. You need to consider settling down. You won’t find a better match, I assure you.” She flails her arms in the air like she’s conducting an orchestra, her voice rising higher.

Last I checked, relationships between leath cine and full-blooded elves are still punishable by death. I’m struggling to understand why she’s telling me this. To be cruel? Or is she genuinely trying to help me find a mate? Even speaking of a union between leath cine and a full-blooded elf was considered treason.

“I assure you I’m not interested,” I say coldly. Better to be totally against it. That way I can’t be tried for treason. I’m ready to toss her out on her haughty ass. How dare she say this to me. Is it a trick? After our last phone call, I thought we might be making some progress. She listened to me talk about my day and my latest mission with minimal sighs of annoyance and interruptions. I guess I was wrong. Dead wrong.

An arranged marriage? To a stranger. Is she high? Elf pot?

“You’re being unreasonable. You must at least meet him,” she says. “He’s expecting you at the next festival. This week.”

“Excuse me?” I widen my eyes, giving a bark of laughter. “This week, Mother? I have plans, and a job.” I try to frown, but my jaw is tight with tension. She doesn’t have to know that my plans are to be anywhere but at that festival.

“Cancel them. You must be there. I will not take no for an answer!” Her voice rises, her tone hysterical.

“Sorry, I’ve had these plans for a while.” Like five seconds, but pssh, semantics.

She starts pacing in a tight circle, her shoulders hunched. I have never seen or heard of my Mother appearing anything less than put together and eerily calm. That’s the way of the high elves.

“You must cancel them,” she repeats. “Do this for me, Ever. I’m your mother, and I have never asked anything of you. I need you at this festival celebration.”

“What is this really about, Mother? And don’t try to dance around it. I can see it’s important, but why? You full blooded Fae never do things out of the kindness of your heart, so why would you try to arrange a match for me? Why is so important I suddenly attend an event at the court when I have never once been invited before?”

Her face goes pale, and her calm mask reappears. “Ever, you are of age now. And the King and I would like to see you make a smart match.”

Ahhh. So this is something political. My uncle. The only one she could be referring to is the current King of the Elven Kingdom, Caddox McElva, all around badass extraordinaire.

“Uncle Caddox, you mean? Has something happened?” I watch her face closely for any unspoken cues.

My mother’s expression shutters and her eyes avoid mine. Adjusting her stance, she shifts from foot to foot. “He is the King of the Light Elves. You must refer to him as such. You would do well to remember not to refer to him so informally.” She avoids my question while scolding me all at once. Special talent she has there.

“Yeah, whatever. Why didn’t he send me an invite or ask me himself?”

“He is the King! He doesn’t have time to personally invite everyone he wishes to attend.”

I shake my head, amused that this seems to be fazing her in some way. What she really means is that he doesn’t have time to confer with half-breeds, dirty little things that we are. Little does she know that my uncle has visited me more times than I can count. He is probably the only elf that I don’t have negative feelings for on sight due to their usually haughty natures. He has never cared that I am leath cine. He was here for every milestone as I grew up. When I mastered the language of the elves, and then the goblins. When I graduated and then successfully completed my first capture solo, he was there. Caddox was always there to congratulate me and offer a wise piece of advice. I look up to him as a father figure, since I don’t know who mine is because my mother turns into a mute at the mention of the subject.

“Mother, be honest with me, and tell me why it is suddenly so important I attend one of the celebrations, and I will consider it.”

She huffs and plants her hands on her hips. “Cashel Finarben approached your uncle about making a match with you. As he is a court favorite and has many powerful allies, your uncle sees no reason why he should deny him his request.”

“I have a few. Not a huge one or anything, just, you know, that he’s my cousin! Which makes us related. Oh, and that I would be sentenced to death if I were to wed him since I’m a leath cine and he’s not.”

She gasps, tilting her head to the ceiling and letting out a heavy sigh.

“Any hold you or anyone of the elven court had over me disappeared the day you left me here to be raised by MECA. So I don’t see why I would do this for you, Mother. As a matter of fact, I think it’s time you left.” Any last shred of hope that she was here just to see me disappears in a puff of smoke, and my stomach drops.

“Ever, be reasonable. One celebration won’t kill you, darling.”

She almost sounds pleading, but I’m not fooled by her tone. She’s as hard as stone. Cold and calculating. Her trembling lips and shaking hand extended toward me screams of dishonesty.

“On the contrary, Mother, I’m thinking that it just might kill me. So I will go on blissfully unaware of what exactly happens at those shindigs of yours.”

As I move past her toward the door, she grabs my arm with more force than I thought her capable. She drops her “pity me” act, and I freeze. Her eyes flicker. They are constantly flitting from place to place. After a few moments they are steady on my face.

“Let go of me. Now,” I demand, my tone icy.

“Please, you must be there. If you don’t believe me, at least ask your uncle.” Nodding, her chin held high, she thrusts her shoulders back.

I stare at her, incredulous.

“Yes, I know of all of his visits. You didn’t think I did, did you?” She waves a hand in dismissal.

She can be so stuck up sometimes. She has moments of kindness. Moments I do my best to encourage. I’ve worked my ass off my entire life to get her to notice me. For her to say she is proud of me. I only ever get fleeting glimpses into her true feelings towards me.

“I didn’t think you cared either way, but fine, I will ask him. And once I have talked with him, I will consider it.”

I open the door and give her a pointed look. I can only give her so much. All she seems to do is take from me. Her request seems important to her. Which gives me pause. She might take the time to send me a letter or call me once in a while, but she has never invited me to the Light Elven Kingdom. Even when I was a child and begged and pleaded for her to take me just once, she never budged.

She huffs again, flouncing towards the door, her perfectly straight sea-green hair flowing behind her as if she creates her own personal breeze. No goodbyes, no final pleading looks—she just leaves. I plop down on the bed and cradle my aching head in my hands.

I stare down at the hardwood floors. What in the hell was that? I’m too hungover to process it at the moment.

A knock sounds on the still open door. Doyle stands there with his arms open for a hug. I narrow my eyes, fold my arms across my chest, and frown.

“That sounded fun.” He’s trying to hold a straight face…and failing. He knows about my relationship—or lack thereof—with my mother.

“How much did you hear?” I pat the space beside me on the bed.

He folds his large frame next to mine on the plain white sheets and wraps his muscular arm around my narrow shoulders. “Want the truth, or just like half of it?”

“The truth, always the truth.” I manage a small smile.

“I heard almost all of it.”

I grimace.

“So you going to marry this guy and leave all of us in the dust?”

“Fat chance. You wouldn’t survive without me.” I would never leave my team.

Doyle laughs and then locks me in a headlock. Our play fighting lightens my mood.

“You going to talk to your uncle, Ev? I don’t like the sound of this. Something is off. I can feel it.” He lets me out of the headlock, his jaw set and his tone serious.

“I know. My gut is telling me to stay far away, no matter what anyone says, even if it’s coming from Caddox.”

After we chat a bit longer about what I should say, how I should phrase it, and how I could get it to my uncle without it being intercepted, we part ways. Doyle heads off in search of breakfast, and I in search of a pen to scribble my note with. News travels fast within our tight knit group, but I also know they won’t say anything to the higher ups at MECA.

“Come in!” I look over my shoulder as I pack my clothes back in my overnight bag.

The door creaks open. Axel stands there with one shoulder against the door jam.

“S’up, Ev.” He nods and closes the door behind him.

“Doyle talk to you?” I ask.

“Yeah. That the letter right there?” He tilts his chin towards the letter clutched in my grip.

I look at the folded scrap of paper in my shaking hand. The questions asked in this letter could lead to my death, my mother’s as well. I throw my shoulders back and thrust the letter toward Axel. I level my gaze with his. My shaking fingers won’t uncurl no matter how much I want them to.

He wraps his fingers around the letter, his other hand on mine, and pulls it from my grasp with force. With the letter in his hand he turns and walks out of the room.

He knows what to do and how to get it into the right hands. I just have to trust that whoever he uses to get that letter to my uncle can’t see through paper and read the message.

With nothing left to do for the moment, I get started on my day. MECA usually frowns upon full-fledged guards walking around hungover in front of the cadets. Shortly after getting out of the shower and finding some food to calm my rolling stomach, I return to my room. I stop when I spot the note on the night stand. The paper’s thick and a round glob of wax with the royal crest on it seals it closed.

Ever,

I assure you no harm will befall to you whilst you are in the Light Elven Kingdom. Your mother believes Cashel would make a great match for you. See you soon, darling.

Truly,

Uncle Caddox

One word stands out like a glaring warning. Darling. Caddox always calls his me his little elfling, not darling. My mother calls me darling. And he has never included uncle in his letters before, always just his name. My mother must have intercepted the letter. But how? How could she have gotten this when I sent it to Caddox in the hands of one of Axel’s contacts?

One thing’s for sure—my ass will be staying far away from the Light Elven Kingdom. Something is off, and until I know what, I’m staying out of the line of that wildfire.

I’m not one for frills and dresses anyways, so fuck ’em.


CHAPTER


THREE

The more I ask around from my contacts within both the Light and Dark Elven Kingdoms—even calling in the few favors I have on the Goblin Kingdom side of things—the more I don’t like the situation of the upcoming festival. Something isn’t right. And my mother is determined to get me there by any means necessary. She even sent over a gown a few hours after her departure. While interesting in its uniqueness, it isn’t really my style or my color. Chartreuse, who the hell is she kidding?

Doyle and I are sitting in a cracked red booth in the Broken Keg Pub just outside the city limits of Indianapolis. When it comes to dangerous activities involving any of the Fae, digging up information is usually on the top of the list, so an extra set of eyes is always welcome. The Broken Keg is primarily a Fae pub, where Light and Dark elves can mingle with goblins and other magical creatures without consequences and politics getting in the way. Between the Seelie and Unseelie courts, the two different elven courts and the goblins, and too many more to name, shit gets complicated fast in the world of Fae politics.

The goblins are lucky. They don’t have a light or dark side. They are just Goblin. I envy Doyle and Kirin that freedom. Doyle is eyeing a pretty goblin to my left. I yank on his ink-black ponytail.

He huffs. “Remind me why I am here with you again?”

Doyle calls me a cock block under his breath and I laugh. My laughter dies slowly as eyes from around the room look my way.

“Because you owe me for saving your ass from that chick the one time. What was she? A harpy?”

He cringes, shoulders hunching as his mouth turns down into a severe frown.

“One word: clingy. Like stage five clinger. Yeah, you’re welcome.”

“But why here? This pub is an Unseelie favorite, and there are only a few goblins, including that sweet little number over there.” He tosses a dazzling smile her way.

“Because sanctuary is offered here for any flavor of Fae, and people talk as they travel through here. I intend to hear it all. Never know what could prove useful.” I jab my finger on the table, driving home my point.

“Yeah, yeah, all right fine. I will go grab us more drinks and chat up the bar keep.” He stands, moving quickly for someone so huge.

Leaning back over the booth quickly, he mutters low so only I can hear, “Don’t look now, but you seem to have caught the attention of someone in the far right corner.”

I scan the room as subtly as possible. I lock eyes with a pair of stunning sunset orange and deep autumn red ones from across the room. My breath catches. His hard and handsome face is turned my way, his sensuous mouth quirked. His arrogant nose accentuates his unforgiving jaw. His masculine hands rest on the beat up surface of the table in front of him as he meets my gaze. He’s obviously part goblin from the sheer size of him. His thick and muscular shoulders taper off to arms the size of small tree trunks. He’s covered in markings of the Goblin Royal Guard and others I’m unable to make out in this lighting.

I tilt my head. Is he going to try to pick a fight with a MECA guard? The tinkling sound of the hoops decorating my left ear easily give away my position. He turns his head slightly to respond to the goblin sitting to his left and I catch a glimpse of his ears. Pointed at the top. I sit back hard in my booth. That’s odd. As subtly as possible I do a double take. Nope, still pointed. He must be old then, born before the declaration that forbid the coupling of light elves and goblins and any children they would produce. That’s the only logical explanation.

He turns back around to continue our staring contest, and I catch the hue of his skin under the dim light hanging above their table. Deep golden skin with an emerald green shimmer to it. Interesting.

Our staring contest ends when Doyle slumps roughly into our booth. He slides my tumbler across to me. His wide shoulders now blocking my view of those captivating eyes.

Doyle quirks his brow. “What’s up with that?”

“What?”

“You’re staring at him like he’s a pole you want to dance all over, Ev.” Doyle hikes his thumb over his shoulder with a chuckle.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I was just checking out who they are.” Deny, deny, deny. “They might know something.” I take a sip of my Jameson. “You clock their markings?”

“What markings?”

“The Royal Guard markings?” I frown at him, eyebrows drawn, wondering how he missed them.

“I think you’re seeing things.” He rubs his forehead and blinks. “There is no way they are active then. They are either retired or on assignment because they don’t generally leave the walls of the Goblin Kingdom unless the king is about.”

“You recognize any of them?”

“The one you were having a stare down with has the look of the Captain of the Royal Guard, but there is no way he would be here without the king.” He tilts his head. “Although strange shit seems to be happening within both Kingdoms lately, so who knows? Maybe he’s on vacation.”

“Fae-cation,” I blurt out, snorting at my own cleverness. “Well, only one way to find out.”

I get up from the booth and start walking their way before my bravado disappears in a cloud of smoke. I hear Doyle cursing behind me followed by the sound of his hulking footsteps.

I saunter up and search the surrounding booths for any backup. No one looks remotely threatening in the immediate vicinity.

When I stop in front of their table, all conversation halts and three sets of dual-colored eyes turn to me. I focus solely on those the colors of autumn leaves. His hair is a lighter shade of chestnut than I thought. It brushes the back of his neck and covers the tops of his pointed ears and falls to just below his chin. It looks soft under the glow of the light above the table. A scar that cuts across the top of his cheek to just above his right eyebrow gives him a more dangerous vibe than before.

“Well, hello there. To what do we owe this pleasure?” The goblin to the right of him gestures for me to take a seat.

His easy going attitude and charming smile encourage me to be at ease. Not likely when they could each snap me like a twig if they wanted to.

“Let’s start with names, shall we?” I introduce myself and Doyle in turn.

Their gazes zero in on us at the mention of our last name. We both adopted the last name Leath early on—me to keep out of politics, Doyle because he didn’t know his surname.

“I’m Darrow Fitzpatrick,” Mr. sexy eyes says. “Most call me Dare. To my right you have my brother Dax Fitzpatrick, and to my left my other brother, Dagan Fitzpatrick.”

“Dare it is then.” I nod, making sure to stay alert and ready for any sudden movements.

Beside me, Doyle tenses, and not for the first time, I wish we could talk to each other telepathically. He knows something. Too bad I don’t know as much about goblin names or politics as he does.

“So again,” Dare continues, “to what do we owe this pleasure?”

Might as well get right into it. I hate beating around the bush, and from the looks of them, they probably do as well. “I have a few questions. I’m hoping you three are willing to answer them.”

“Is that right, little álainn?” Dare raises his eyebrows, seemingly amused despite the tensing of his companions. “And what information could we possibly have that you would want?”

“I’ve been hearing a lot of talk lately that something is going on in the Fae Kingdoms. My absentee mother wants me to marry some dude, and I want to know why this is suddenly so important.” I sit back, taking a deep breath after that rant, my eyes narrowed on their faces, waiting for any tells. Cute though, that he called me little lovely. Not.

“Sounds like a personal problem, little elf.” Dagan sneers at me from the left, his mouth snapping closed as Dare issues a chilling glare in his direction.

“Listen—” I begin.

“I’ll tell you what, little álainn. You tell us your real surnames, not the ones you took on when you came under the protection of MECA, and we’ll tell you what we know.” He raises one dark brow.

I look to Doyle. At his nod I reply, “Ever McElva, and Doyle doesn’t know his surname, honest.”

The intake of breath from all three of them puts me on high alert, ready to bolt from my chair at a moment’s notice. I grip the edges of my seat and hope my reaction isn’t noticeable.

“McElva as in the reigning king of the Light Elves?” Dare asks.

I lean back, crossing my arms and tilting my head to the side. “His sister is my mother, actually, not the king himself, why?”

“Well, little álainn, looks like we might have some information for you after all.”

I arch one eyebrow. I had little hope they had anything of use for us. Looks like I was wrong for once.

“Stop with the lovely, would you?” I snap, narrowing my eyes at his knowing smirk. “Let’s have it then. I haven’t got all night, gents, and my whiskey is getting low.”

“Are you aware of who your father is, Ever?” he asks me in a surprisingly gentle tone.

For the love of the goddess! Like he isn’t the first Fae to speculate or be sure that they know who my mysterious father is.

“That would be a negative. Do you know who he is?” I gasp, clutching both hands to my chest, pretending to be hungry for the information and pleading with him to share it with me.

He isn’t fooled. Nor does he look amused. “Sarcasm isn’t becoming, little álainn.” He shakes his head at me. “What would you say if I told you your father is the Goblin King’s favorite advisor, Tore MacDouglas, who is also the son to the previous Goblin King?”

I laugh. “I’d think you’re bat shit crazy!”

The previous Goblin King lost the throne to Teag Fitzpatrick in a duel to the death after he attempted to start a war between the Goblin Kingdom and the Light Elves. If my history lessons were accurate, this happened shortly after the Light Elven Declaration was made. I’m surprised to hear his son was allowed to live. Goblin society is rumored to be cutthroat, and any threats are dealt with swiftly and brutally.

Both Doyle and I are in hysterics at the thought that my uptight mother would break the greatest law and couple with a goblin, let alone have a child with one. A royal goblin at that! I wipe the tears from my eyes, still chuckling, and look at them. They’re not smiling.

Slowly, I straighten back up in my chair. “You’re serious?”

“Does he look like he makes jokes often?” Dax asks, tilting his head toward Dare.

I size him up and snicker. “No.”

No way was my mother with a goblin. She hates that I am leath cine. She’s made that clear with her actions my entire life. She has always told me to stay away from goblins, telling me they are dishonest brutes. Honestly, I have no problem with them, and get on better with them than I do elves. They’re down to earth, have great senses of humor, and are generally accepting.

“As I was saying”—he pauses momentarily, as if daring me to interrupt him again—“it was recently discovered that Tore fathered a child to a high elf after the Light Elven Declaration that banned any couplings between the two.”

“And you think I’m that child?” I ask dubiously. “Have you met my mother?”

“No, I haven’t, but I have met your father, and you have his eyes.” He points at my dual-colored eyes and shrugs.

“Don’t goblins usually have red, orange, yellow, or brown eyes?” I point at my own azure and lilac eyes that are nothing like anyone of my mother’s house. “Obviously mine are none of those colors.”

“Tore is half elf. His father favored elven wives, as our father did. Thus his eyes are of elven colors.”

“And I’m supposed to what? Jump for joy at this supposed news? Do you know what this could mean for me? I could be hunted and killed.” I ramble on, my heart pounding hard in my chest. I look to Doyle for support.

He’s staring hard at the three goblins with a frown. “So the stories were true then?”

“What stories?” I cry, looking between Dare and Doyle. “You can’t seriously believe any of this shit, Doyle… R-Right?”

“Sorry, Ev, but I think they might be onto something. It’s the only thing that makes sense as to why your Mother would suddenly want to marry you off and keep you within the Light Elven Kingdom. If he was looking for you, he would never find you there. She must have heard rumors that he was looking for a child he sired, and it spooked her.”

I shake my head, gesture to Doyle to stop talking, and head to the bar. I need a drink. Maybe like two doubles together. Do they do that? A quadruple? Maybe just the bottle will work.

Fuck. This can’t be real. My head is spinning with different scenarios as I tell the barkeep to pour more whiskey into my glass. I throw it back faster than he can pour it. My gaze is unfocused as I try to sort through all the possible ramifications. I rub at my arm and pull my hair out of my pony tail. I run my hands through the curly strands, detangling a few knots. Yanking it harshly through my hands, I pull it back up into a tight pony tail. The pain of my hair pulled so tightly back gives me a bit of clarity.

I feel Dare come up behind me. He leans against the bar next to me. Each warm breath tingles the back of my neck as he cages me in. He gestures for the barkeep to stop providing me alcohol, and I protest, losing the battle.

“Traitor,” I grumble under my breath, giving the barkeep a reproachful look.

I turn my head up to face Dare and the room spins.

“Listen, you can’t just drop a nuclear bomb on me like that and expect me to not freak out.” And not to get drunk while I sort it out. “That’s just unreasonable.”

“You always drink this much, little álainn?” He gestures to my glass, amber liquid still filling it a quarter of the way full.

“No, actually, I don’t. I hate the way it makes my head feel fuzzy. But you wouldn’t know that from the week I’ve had so far.” I lean into his warmth and let his use of lovely slide for now.

Goddess, he smells like wet leaves after a thunderstorm, earthy and uninhibited. With each breath, I inhale his scent and it wreaks havoc with my senses. Electricity runs through me with each touch of his skin on mine. The intensity of it is mind numbing.

Doyle walks up to us, Dax and Dagan following closely behind him.

“I should get her home,” Doyle says. “She has a lot to process, and this won’t be easy on her.” He gives me a grim smile, the crinkles at the corner of his eyes softening his harsh face.

With that look alone, I know that he’ll be there for me while I sort this shit out. That’s what real family does. They support each other through all of the hard stuff. Even if they annoy me while doing so.

“I can still hear you, asshole. I’m not deaf, just tipsy.” I give him a mock scowl. He knows I hate it when people talk about me like I’m not there.

“Until it is confirmed, if she is who we think she is, she must be kept safe. She stays with us.” Dare’s large hand comes to rest on my shoulder, keeping me pressed against his massive chest.

I struggle to pull away from his warmth to give him a piece of my mind. My heart hitches at the thought of putting distance between us.

“Bro, have you met her? She isn’t going to let you take her anywhere, let alone into the Goblin Kingdom. She’s also the best fighter the MECA has, and you don’t want her to use her abilities. Trust me on that one.” Doyle shudders.

Doyle reaches for me, stopping short when two hands lock onto each of his shoulders courtesy of the two goblin brothers standing behind him.

I jerk out of Dare’s grasp, suddenly less tipsy than I was a minute ago. I slide out of my chair and square off with him. My back to the bar, I ready for a fight. No way in hell is anyone taking me anywhere. Not unless I want to go there.

“Hate to break it to ya, but he’s right. I’m not going anywhere near the Goblin Kingdom until you offer me some solid proof. As in hard-as-diamonds proof.” Slowly, I inch away from Dare, keeping the bar to my back.

Dare looks to his brothers over Doyle’s shoulders.

“Fine, we can take you to our compound. It’s a few miles from here. You will be safe there, and I give you my personal blood oath that no harm will come to you.”

I look into his eyes, frightened by the pull I feel. At the same time a feeling in my gut tells me I can trust him. I’m not sure if it’s the alcohol, my libido, or my gut, but I stop inching away.

“Do you have a blade on you?” I ask.

He produces a blade, eyebrows raised. He holds his other hand out palm up. He slices his hand and mutters a few words in the goblin language. Deep red liquid appears and pools in his large palm. I look to Doyle and nod.

“All right. Let’s do this.”

“I’ll go with you on one condition.” I hesitate before I grab the knife from him. I hold Dare’s piercing gaze as I ready to slice into my own palm.

“And that would be?” he drawls, his lip curled up on one side, arms crossed loosely across his chest.

“My team is with me. No questions asked, no issues with their descent. I want to know they will all be safe and no harm will come to them during our stay.”

He cocks his head to the side and narrows his eyes. “And how many are in your team?”

“Five, including myself and Doyle. Another female half elf and two other males, both half goblin. None of them will harm any of yours unless harm is done to one of ours first. We are all peaceful, and none of us have any issues with any goblins that I am aware of. Doyle?”

“None that I know of, Ev.”

I tap my foot impatiently as I wait for his decision. Dare motions to the dagger in my hand. “Done.”

With a flick of my wrist I cut into my palm. Heat warms my palm as the blade parts my flesh. Blood slowly runs down the lines of my palm. I lock eyes with Dare, slapping my palm into his much larger one. The connection hums through me. My eyes go wide at the sensation. His mouth opens and closes a few times before he snaps it shut. His dark black markings are suddenly glowing, and our hands are entwined. Deep forest green markings appear at my wrist and snake up my forearm. Beautiful in its complexity, the design continues to mark my skin. I’m entranced until the sudden silence in the pub pulls me back to reality.

“What the fuck?” I try to snatch my arm back from his grasp.

Markings reserved for full elves or goblins start snaking their way up my other arm, both sets stopping just below my elbows. My skin feels like its sunburnt, and the markings itch. And I’m glowing. Like a Christmas tree. I try tugging my arm back from him again, desperate to get away, but Dare holds firm. His gaze is fixed intently on my new markings. Still struggling in his hold, I frantically search for Doyle. My breath coming in pants, I take in his dazed but curious expression.

“Can you see them, Doyle?”

“See what? I see that you’re glowing.” His posture is stiff, his jaw clenched tight. He narrows his eyes at Dare.

“No, I mean the symbols crawling up my—”

Doyle shakes his head.

I’m all alone seeing these new additions to my skin. And they are similar to Dare’s and his brothers’. Well, shit.

“Curious,” Dare mutters, finally letting me go after my skin stops glowing like a super nova and the markings start to fade away. Relief floods through me and my breathing calms. Dare turns and heads for the door like nothing out of the ordinary just happened.

“How did I suddenly just get markings like yours? And why are yours black? Where did they just go? This makes no sense!”

He stops cold and turns back.

Jerking his head back as if I slapped him, he moves closer, his lips parting. “You can see my markings?”

I stumble back a step. “Well, yeah, they’re right there. Am I not supposed to mention I can see them?”

I rack my brain for any etiquette I can remember regarding goblins. Nothing about not mentioning their markings. Doyle doesn’t have the pained look on his face that he gets when I put my foot in my mouth either, so I must be all right with what I said.

“You shouldn’t be able to see them. Only those of goblin blood or those who bare the mark of truth can see them. I have them glamoured so you shouldn’t have been able to see them even then. Any recent dealings with witches?”

“Curious,” I mimic him sarcastically, displaying a wide grin. I ignore his last question and make a mental note to look up what “a mark of truth” is. “Can we leave now? We seem to be attracting quite a bit of attention with our little technicolor show.”

He motions to the door, turning his body sideways, leaving me space to pass by him. “Lead the way, little álainn.”

I turn to do just that but stop short. “Move then.” I wave an arm for him to go through the doorway.

He puffs out his chest. “And if I don’t?”

I open my mouth to respond and snap it closed with a huff. “Fine. Be that way.”

I squeeze past him, my softer front grazing his muscled chest. My breath catches. On instinct I draw in a gulp of air, pushing my breasts against him. My nipples harden at the contact. He lowers his gaze and focuses on my ample cleavage. A growl rumbles in his chest as I push my hands against him, giving me the inch of space I need to clear the door.

I mutter to myself as I walk away from the entrance to the pub. “Stupid, stubborn goblin.”

I’ll lead the way all right, but we really are going to have to talk about him calling me lovely. And little. Jerk.

What the hell was with the light show under our skin? The sudden markings on my arms? And what the hell is a “mark of truth?”

I need some answers and some caffeine to clear my head. Stat.


CHAPTER


FOUR

We split up from the goblins that Doyle has jokingly nicknamed the “Terrible Trio” for the horrible news they shared with us. We make the drive toward their compound.

We pull up to their front gates and stare, our jaws dropping. Compound my ass. Try a castle in the middle of a forest. In rural Indiana. Figures. The monstrous metal gates swing open to admit their black SUV before ours.

Just then my phone rings and my mother’s number flashes on the screen. I press ignore on her fourth call of the day, which is three more than the past five months combined. I keep my stare straight ahead, ready for anything.

Keeping close on their bumper, Doyle drives up the long pebbled driveway.

I take in the trees lining the drive as well as the massive fountain in the middle of the circular drive. The front of the castle-like structure is dotted with giant windows, stained glass sporadically gracing their panes. On each end of the stone building, turrets jut up from the second story and continue upward for another two. The front of the castle boasts massive doors that look like they are the size of my whole bedroom at our house. On either side of the turrets, a large oak tree stands, its leaves a vibrant green, its branches scratching against the stones.

Holy shit, they must be loaded.

Most Fae have no issues with money. Their long lives allow them to amass certain wealth. Most Fae live outside of the realms of the Fae at some point and take that time to purchase and create businesses. Either that or they most likely funded most of today’s most well-known house hold items before they were household names. MECA had its hands in a few businesses, but that didn’t mean the leath cine are spoiled little rich kids. We all work long, hard, and sometimes dangerous hours to earn everything we have.

“You ready for this, Ev? We can still turn around right now.”

Doyle’s voice snaps me out of my daze.

“Let’s just do this. Plus the crew is already on their way.”

My heart is beating a staccato rhythm in my chest, pounding so hard I’m afraid Doyle can hear it in the confines of our SUV. I wipe my sweaty palms on my pants, my hands shaking. I try breathing through my nose. I’m freaked the fuck out. If what they say is true, my Mother lied to me. She put me in danger just by asking me to come to the festival, even leaving me with MECA. What if I had developed abilities more suited to a goblin rather than an elf? If MECA knew they would have turned me over to avoid any attacks from the full blooded Fae.

No way am I half goblin. They have the wrong girl, and if they’re just messing with me so they can try to get with an elf or because I’m leath cine, they’ll be short a few dangly bits. Throwing my shoulders back, I give a curt nod.

Doyle gives me a kind smile, his eyes crinkled at the edges. “It’ll all work out, Ev.”

I attempt a smile, but my mouth refuses to move. I know I’m not fooling him with my front of bravery, but so long as these goblins don’t know that, who cares?

As we exit the SUV, we gawk at the front entrance. It’s covered in gargoyles. I hadn’t noticed them while I checked out the architecture of the house. Nasty little fuckers if they don’t like you, according to what I’ve read. And these aren’t the cute little ones the size of cats or small dogs. Each gargoyle on either side of the steps leading up to the front doors is over seven feet tall. Their hard stony eyes watch us intently. Dax and Dagan head inside, both of them laying a hand on the gargoyles and smoothing their hands down their backs. Brave men. I would have been terrified of losing a hand, but obviously these gargoyles are loyal to them.

Interesting. Gargoyles are notorious for being extremely picky with who they will tolerate. Dare is standing at the bottom of the granite steps. When we don’t move fast enough, he clears his throat, motioning for us to hurry along.

We both stop dead at the twin growls coming from the massive gargoyles. Tensing, I pivot so I’m back to back with Doyle, ready to take the gargoyles on if I must. Stupid goblin didn’t say there would be a test to enter the doors. I shift my gaze to Dare and give him a what-the-hell look. He chuckles.

The big fucker chuckles.

“Super glad this is amusing you, but we weren’t expecting to have to fight our way into the compound.” I keep one eye on the gargoyle to my right as I seethe.

“They protect each of us, and they are our defense against those who aren’t pure of heart when entering our home.” Dare raises both arms, motioning to each of them.

“And how, may I ask, do they determine that? A fight to the death?” I am becoming completely disgruntled with our current situation, my blood boiling.

“You must let them taste your blood, of course.” A smirk twists his lips.

Oh. Taste our blood. Of course. What?

“Excuse me? Our blood?” He has got to be joking.

“You can either prick your fingers, or they must bite you, but they will not allow you to pass until they have sampled your blood.” He shrugs. “I suggest pricking your fingers, though. Their bites wouldn’t be gentle.”

I give Doyle a droll look. Stupid Fae and their tricks. He shrugs at me. A dagger appears suddenly in his right hand and he pricks his finger, handing it off to me. Slowly he approaches the gargoyle to the left, the beast crouching down to his level. Its large white-veined wings flare wide as it lowers its head toward Doyle’s hand. A long ash-grey tongue snakes out of its mouth, large teeth framing it as it takes in the drop of blood from Doyle’s finger. Its head cocks to the side, and it blinks its eyes slowly. I shudder. Now I have to do that.

I swipe the blade down my finger and walk toward the gargoyle on my right. It crouches, although a bit lower for my sake, and waits for me to extend my hand. His cold stone eyes track my every movement.

I take a deep breath and extend my hand toward its terrifying mouth. Its tongue flicks out. It tilts its head, and suddenly darts forward towards me. I throw my arms above my head to protect myself at its charge, and brace for an impact that never comes. I lower my arms. The beast sits before me, its tail lined with spikes ending in one deadly sharp point curled around its feet.

“Good beastie. Don’t kill me. Please.” Because manners are going to make all the difference, of course. Not for the first time, my life flashed before my eyes. I’m used to it in my line of work, but each time never became less of a reason to be thankful I’m still here. Alive and kicking.

A sudden booming laugh startles me, and I jump to the side. Dax is bent over as he looks at something behind me. I look over my shoulder. Doyle is on the ground with the other gargoyle licking his face. Ouch, stone tongue. That can’t be pleasant. I start up the stairs to the main door. Tripping over a step, I momentarily lose my balance as the gargoyle rubs its head against my back, startling me.

The gargoyle nudges my arm with its large snout. It wants something from me, but I’m not sure what. I rub its head as Dax and Dagan did. I’m still a bit cautious, of course. I mean, hello, this beast is the size of our SUV.

I reach up a bit farther and rub right behind his pointed ears between his curved horns. I laugh a bit as a rumble sounds from him. This giant fearsome beast is purring like a contented kitten.

I lean my face into him, my forehead resting on his. The force of his contented rumbling noises vibrate through my body like I’m sitting in a massage chair.

“Later, buddy, I’ll be back out and we can hang.”

His tail swishes behind him.

I give him one last pat, and he jumps back up to his post. His wings furl behind his back as he comes to rest, keeping watch over the property once more.

I turn and walk up the steps, ignoring the slacked jaws of the three giant goblins in front of me.

“So where to?” I ask, hands on my hips, a determined set to my mouth.

“Right this way.” Dax opens the massive doors with ease.

I turn and ensure that Doyle is still with me. We walk inside, Doyle slightly behind me and to my left wiping gargoyle slobber from his face. Perhaps a dragon next? I wouldn’t be surprised.

We head down a lavish hallway decorated in burgundy and gold. Every hallway we pass is filled with paintings and expensive looking vases lining the walls and side tables.

Dax strides through an open door, and I follow. Opulent velvet settees and chaises form a circle inside the room. Couches and armchairs are placed sporadically throughout the room. Unique tables sit next to each chair, their surfaces piled high with stacks of books. Bookcases line the room. Another three floors of shelves and platforms to reach them stretch above me. This room is so awesome. Total book nerd alert. My palms itch to get on the platforms and absorb all the stories the books have to tell. My favorite escape is between the pages of a good book.

I take a seat on one of the couches in the room. I cross my legs and rest my arm on the couch. I’m ready to get some answers from them, especially about why my arms look like I frequent a tattoo shop and my favorite color is green.

A maid appears at my elbow, holding out a tray of treats, and indicates the selection of drinks on the table in front of me. I snag a cookie and nod my thanks before bending forward to peruse my drink choices. I settle on a bottle of water and lean back, munching away on a mouth full of oatmeal raisin cookie. I focus my attention on Dare and his brothers sitting across from Doyle and me. They all barely fit on the one couch.

“So let’s get straight to it, eh? Why the hell I am I am decorated with designs, or should I say, was decorated with designs? They seem to have disappeared for the moment. And why is it that I glowed like a Christmas tree once our blood mingled during our handshake?”

My tight grip on my water bottle is the only indication that I’m not at ease.

Dare is the one to respond, his attention on my face. “Have you ever sworn a blood oath before?”

“Yeah, multiple times. Usually within my own crew or while I was training at MECA. Why?”

“So it was only with leath cine that you made the oaths?”

“No, actually it was with the King of Pixies each time.” I scoff. “Of course it was with other leath cine. It’s not like I had much access to anyone else.”

He shakes his head and stands. “A reaction like that would only happen for one of three reasons. One, you are fully Fae and made an oath with another full blooded Fae. Two, you have never exchanged any bodily fluids with a full blooded Fae, and thus your abilities never fully reached their potential. Last but not least, you came in contact with your fated mate.” His mouth sets in a harsh line. His jaw ticks at the last part.

“I think we can rule that last one out, seeing as how I repulse you,” I quip, noting his grimace. “The only thing it could be is that you triggered some latent abilities I am not aware of. I already have abilities though, so you would just be adding to my arsenal.”

“You are purposefully avoiding the first one, little álainn.” He meets my gaze head on, challenging me to consider the option that I might be full blooded Fae and not half human after all.

“You’re damn right I am!” I jump up from my seat and pace a tight circle around the room. “Do you know what that would mean? I would be executed for my existence alone if what you’re saying is true. And let’s not forget my mother would also be killed for her actions. She is Light Elf, which means I am as well.”

I may not see eye to eye with her, but it doesn’t mean I want her to die a horrific death either.

Stone clatters and I stop in my tracks. I look to the brothers for an answer. They shrug like stone clashes all the time here, and I continue my pacing.

“The rest of our crew must be here,” Doyle mutters, even though there is no way they got here that fast.

When none of them make a move to get up, I turn toward the door to let our crew know about giving a drop of blood to the gargoyles out front. For all I know, they broke the light sound barrier and are somehow here. I stop short as a tiny grey face with chubby cheeks appears in front of mine in the doorway. I jerk my head back to avoid a collision with the small body made of rock.

This little guy is hanging upside down by his tail, and he is absolutely adorable. His tail has a triangle spike at the end, and his light grey skin is veined in deep green. His large wide set eyes are also green, and his ears are pointed like a bat’s but stick out sideways from his tiny oval face, folding a bit at the ends. Teeny little hands, a small round belly, and miniature flapping wings complete his slight frame. He can’t be any bigger than a tennis ball.

Smiling, I turn to Dare. “Anything I need to know about this little creature? Does it require my blood as well?”

He shakes his head, tapping his forefinger on his lips. “No, they are gargoyles, but miniature ones.” He nods. “Looks like the two you have there are just babies though. I’d guess they’ve probably lost their mother. It happens often with them. The mother leaves them on their own to survive.”

I spin around. Another little creature is also hanging from his tail. He hangs there, his big round eyes just blinking at me. This one is the same light grey but has purple eyes and veins of purple running across his skin and wings.

I reach up with both hands, one finger caressing each of their tiny snouts, laughing quietly to myself as they snort at me, wrinkling their noses. They flip right side up and float in front of my face, their wings beating wildly to keep them in the air. I hold two hands out and they come to rest on them, sniffing at my palms.

Faint footsteps sound behind me and the smell of autumn tells me it’s Dare. I shiver as pulses of desire hit my core and make me clench my thighs together. His hot breath fans against the back of my neck left bare by my ponytail. My hands shake and little nails dig into my palms.

“They seem to have taken to you, little álainn,” he declares, his lips barely grazing over the shell of my ear.

The baby gargoyles slowly start inching up my arms with their tiny wet noses, both of them making their way toward my elbows, inspecting every inch of me. I smile. If their mother won’t protect them, I will. We have something in common them and me. Our mothers abandoned us at a young age.

“So, Dare, what’s your bet as to my heritage? Am I from a forbidden union, or do you think I’m just weird?” I keep my voice low. I don’t ask about being his mate. All of the books say the reaction is swift and intense. Unlike anything else in this world. Between the dirty looks and veiled threats we’re throwing at each other, I’m willing to bet we aren’t mates.

I peer over my shoulder at Dare, his extraordinary eyes meeting mine.

“Would you have an issue being half goblin?”

“Not at all. I prefer goblins to the elves. Bunch of stuck up assholes, they are.”

At his chuckle, I continue, “I just don’t feel like dying any time soon, you know? Lots of places to see, people to meet, the usual things. Nothing too grand.”

“And if I said the Goblin Kingdom would welcome you?”

“I’d call you a liar, which is ironic because you’re Fae. So how about you don’t play with words and you just say what you mean and mean what you fucking say?”

“I am not lying. The Goblin Kingdom has always accepted the leath cine, as well as those who are half goblin half elven. Not to mention anyone else who has been cast out of their home court. Even before the Light Elven Declaration was written into effect we did this.”

I cock my hip, my foot tapping an agitated rhythm. “That’s not true. You’re known for slaughtering babes who are left at your doorstep if they’re not strong enough to protect themselves with their natural abilities.”

“We pride ourselves on being the strongest of Fae, but we also value life.” His face twists into a horrified expression and a lethal calmness shines in his eyes. “A babe is a gift, and something all goblins value.”

“You mean to say everything MECA taught us about wanting to try to connect with family in the Goblin Kingdom is a lie?” Doyle asks with disbelief. “I could have tried to find my parents, and no one would have tried to kill me?”

“Not a lie, but not the truth. Each situation is different. You are obviously goblin, but you never thought to seek out your family? Do you remember much of them?”

“No. I was just a baby when I was found on the front steps of MECA,” Doyle says. “And MECA told us that it would be unwise to try to connect with you. Any of you. For anything outside of official business we were told to stay away.”

“Most goblins wouldn’t willingly give up a babe as they are a rare and precious gift from the Goddess. Even if you were half human, you would have been protected. They are sure you were left there? And there were no house sigils or markings on you to indicate where you came from?”

“None,” Doyle confirms.

“Well, then, I guess you will have to come to Goblin with us as well.” He shrugs, as if getting an invite into the Goblin Kingdom is something that happens every day for a leath cine.

My attention drifts from their conversation as they continue to pepper Doyle with questions. The two little creatures are back from exploring my arms and rest in my open palms. They jump back and forth, their little wings not carrying them very far. Every time they land, they turn their little faces toward mine as if seeking my approval for a job well done.

Dare’s deep rumbling voice makes me jump, unsettling my tiny guests and causing them to chirp angrily at him as he directs his attention between them and me. “You must grace them with names.” He nods at the two baby gargoyles sitting on my hands, both with churlish expressions, their little arms crossed across their scrawny chests.

At their looks he frowns harshly at them, making me frown at him in turn. How could he be mean to them?

“Stay with your new máthair,” he tells them sternly.

The one with green eyes opens his mouth to growl at him. I giggle at the small hiccupping sound he makes. Little guy thinks he’s fierce.

“Don’t you growl at me, you little beastie. Bond with her, not me.” He jabs his finger at me, his face still stern.

“Bond with me?” I ask him.

Purple eyes winds his tail around my thumb and tries to sit up tall on his hind legs and preen as I look down at them. His front arms circling a bit as he wobbles and tries to keep his balance.

“Yes, bond with you. Once they have chosen who they are loyal to, that’s it. You tend to be stuck with them. As it so happens, if you do give them your blood, you will always know where they are and they you. It will also cause your personal sigil to appear on their chests signifying who they belong to.”

“All good information to know.” I bite my lip. Why would these babies put their faith in me? Because I’m motherless like they are?

“They only bond with those who are worthy of trust and who are pure of heart. It says a lot about you.” He smiles.

I get lost staring at those lips framing perfect white teeth. Who knew teeth could be sexy?

“Make sure to grace them with names soon, though, or they will be difficult to summon to you.” He darts his gaze toward my lips.

My body heats with thoughts of my mouth touching his.

“I’ll have to watch them for a bit to get a feel for their personalities so I can name them appropriately.” I walk back toward the couch where Doyle is still seated, my two new companions in tow.

As soon as I sit down, they leap off my palms. Their tiny wings flap with as much force as they can muster. They land a bit clumsily on the soft upholstery of the deep red couch. Doyle flinches. “Scared of the little beasties, Doyle?” I joke.

“Not at all. I have just never encountered a gargoyle before today, let alone mini ones that have appear to have bonded with you, Ev.”

“Me either. I’ve have decided to just go with it.”

Really I have no other choice at this point. If I stop to think about all of the changes that have happened over the last few days—fuck, the last few hours—I’ll lose my ever loving mind.

The crew wouldn’t be here for a while, considering they were packing for themselves as well as Doyle and me. I keep an eye on my two new shadows and let the hum of conversation wash over me.

Time to center myself before my abilities decide to take over and make this party one from hell. Or at least more interesting. Being able to project images to those around me is entertaining or terrifying, depending on what I pick up from them. It sounds impressive in theory. Not for a high elf though. It’s just another disappointment to add to my mother’s long list. And trust me, her list was already a mile long.

I feel a poke in my side and look to the right. I blink at Doyle as I try to refocus on the conversation.

“What was that? Sorry, I zoned out for a minute.”

He shakes his head, and I look down. My purple-eyed little devil is balancing precariously on the head of my green-eyed little devil, trying to reach the necklace dangling off to the side of my ribs. As one tiny claw latches on, green eyes bounces away. The other huffs out a breath and then widens his eyes once he realizes there is no longer someone beneath him and he’s left hanging. Arms and legs scrabbling for purchase and purple-eyes lets out a squeak.

I rescue the now dangling gargoyle. “I think I know what your names shall be.” I turn first toward the purple veined baby gargoyle. “You shall be Anarchy.” Turning my face toward my little green mischief maker I say, “And you shall be Chaos, seeing as how you like to cause it.”

Both of them puff up their chests a bit, standing on their hind legs with their front legs held up in a fierce pose. Eyes wide, I search for Dare to see if I did something wrong to offend them.

“Are they going to attack me?” I ask him once I have his attention.

“Quite the opposite,” his deep voice rumbles. “They are pledging themselves to you. To complete the bond, you must give them a drop of blood, as you did with our two protectors out front. Only with these little guys, they will bond only to you and tolerate those who are around you often.”

Doyle holds out the same dagger I used earlier in front of my face. I shuffle them both into one hand. Might as well only have one finger with a slice in it. I slide my finger down the blade Doyle holds in front of me. I hold it in front of one and then the other. They both take turns raking their rough tongues over the cut. They drink only a single drop of blood. Dare scrunches his nose, his brow raised, after I wipe the remaining blood on my jeans. I narrow my eyes. Dare’s reaction could have to do with him being goblin, or he is turned on by blood? If so, gross. Total turn off. Each species has its own quirks, goblins’ being that they value every bodily fluid. Blood especially, as blood holds power, and they are not ones to let it go to waste.

I make a mental note to ask Axel about it when he gets here, since he is the history and culture buff among us. It helps that he also lived in the Goblin Kingdom until he was ten, when his mother mated higher than her current station and promptly dropped him like a bad habit on the front steps of MECA. We’d better not run into the bitch during our visit. I might cut her, just for funsies. No one, and I mean no one, hurts my family and gets away with it.

A throat clears, and I realize I’ve been staring into Dare’s eyes this entire time. Like a lovesick idiot. I turn my face away, my skin heating. I look to Dagan. A scowl mars his handsome face. He promptly tells us that the rest of our crew has arrived then turns his back on me. I stand up and tuck Anarchy and Chaos into one of the pockets of my zip up hoodie. We all head back the same way we first entered the massive manor. The giant doors open before any of us can reach them. I’m impressed at whoever holds the talent to move objects, and heavy ones at that, although I don’t let it show.

Relief hits me as I walk through the giant doors and the sight of the rest of my crew greets me. It seems like I haven’t seen them in forever. In reality it was forty-eight hours or so while Doyle and I were on our little fact finding expedition. A long time for all of us, considering we live together and more often than not go everywhere together. I bound down the wide granite steps, and Eryn rushes up to meet me, her arms wide open. Her abilities as an empath keep her deeply in tune with everyone in our group, which is beneficial when I need a good hug. We usually try to hide or tone down our emotions around her so we don’t overwhelm her. Her abilities allow her to not only sense emotion but to influence it if she so wishes. We both spring apart when a loud and fierce growl rips through the air behind us.

I look to the massive gargoyles sitting on their perches. Neither of them looks alarmed or pissed off in any way. Doyle has a smirk on his face but shakes his head at my look. I turn back around and hug both Kirin and Axel, ignoring the growl coming from behind me. I explain about the bloodletting with the gigantic gargoyles and laugh as Eryn rubs her hands together, a wide smile splitting her lips. She loves any creatures of the Faerie Kingdoms, even the wicked ones.

I can’t wait until she gets a look at Anarchy and Chaos. She’ll freak.

We’re all our own kind of freaky anyway, so who cares? As she once told me, embrace the weird.


CHAPTER


FIVE

Shortly after their blood was spilled and they were granted access to the manor by the gargoyles I’m now calling Doom and Danger, we were shown to our own wing of the mansion. Our own wing! Okay, let’s be honest. It was more like a castle. Who builds a castle in the middle of Indiana? Oh, that’s right, the Fae. That’s who. After Eryn and I did our rare girly squeal over our new digs, we decided to really check the place out and get some good old-fashioned recon done. They may think this is their turf, but my crew and I have a way of making any territory our own. It could have something to do with Kirin being able to manipulate spaces and energies, but I couldn’t care less, so long as it keeps us at an advantage.

We round the corner and I run smack into the wall. My hands fly up to remove my face from the solid surface only to touch soft skin stretched over firm muscle. Not a wall then. It’s a rock hard chest.

A naked chest. Dare’s naked chest. Sigh.

With sweat dripping down it in tantalizing rivulets.

I remind myself that I can’t follow them with my tongue and clench my teeth. Those rivulets make a path down the dark line of hair from his perfect abs to his low-hanging sweats where it disappears. My pulse speeds up, and I place a hand on the wall to steady myself. And to stop me from following that tantalizing rivulet. With my tongue. Or my finger. I’m not picky.

Eryn giggles behind me, and I snap out of it.

“Sorry. Didn’t see you there.” My face heats with embarrassment. Maybe if I wish hard enough, the floor will swallow me up whole.

A small smile is resting on his lips—more like a knowing male look—the head tilt, eyebrows slightly raised, his lips slightly apart. That look. The one that melts panties universally.

He totally caught me checking him out. Ugh. Typical male preening.

My libido is telling me he can preen for me all he wants, but my head is firmly against anyone who could lead to my head being chopped off. No offense to him, but I’m pretty partial to my head and want for it to stay firmly in place where it is.

Of course Eryn jumps in, saving my ass as usual. “We’re just heading to check out the house if that’s okay.”

“Do as you will, ladies. But know that my brothers’ rooms are on the fourth floor, and they do not take kindly to their privacy being invaded.” His mouth went from a teasing smile to a straight line in an instant. His entire demeanor changed with his warning.

“Not a problem, we just want to check out the library we were in earlier and find the kitchen and stuff. You know we half mortals have to eat,” Eryn says with a touch of steel in her tone, her posture stiff.

“Yeah, like every day. Weird concept, I know,” I can’t help adding, a little perturbed that he thought we would invade their space. We’re here at their insistence. While the place is nice, it isn’t our home.

Way to remind us, douchebag.

A small chuckle comes from him, and I look at him questioningly.

“Nothing,” he says and brushes past me. The contact from his bare skin against my arm electrifies me and I can’t stop the gasp from escaping my lips.

He stops, shakes his head, and then continues up the flights of stairs, his brush off smothering the heat his touch had just ignited within me.

“Did you catch that, Eryn?” I ask as we continue to hoof it down the stairs. Good Gods, I’m not going to need cardio while we stay here. The wide staircases leading up and down the manor house are enough to keep me in fighting shape.

“The energy flow between the two of you is something I have never seen,” she mutters back at me, almost to herself as she skips down the stairs. She isn’t even winded. How does she do that?

“Energy bad, or energy good? I need details here, girl!” I wave my hand for more.

We finally reach the bottom of the stairs, and I hunch over, taking a second to catch my breath.

“I can’t say.” She looks at me with her lips pursed, her eyebrows furrowed. “But it was extraordinary.”

Shrugging, she turns and starts down the hallway to our left.

“Super,” I reply, rolling my eyes at her back.

I should know better than to press her when she isn’t ready to give me answers yet. She has her way of doing things and I have mine. She may not be as “in your face” stubborn as I am, but she holds her own.

Guess I’ll have to corner him somewhere and pump him for some information. Either that or I can talk with Dax. He seems to like me and is the most approachable of the three brothers. A plan begins forming in my mind as we wander through the maze of halls. Nothing I can do tonight since we’re playing Sherlock Holmes, so I decide to strike tomorrow. It’s been a long day, and all this information is draining my energy.

I follow Eryn and her weird sense of direction toward what I’m assuming is the library I was in earlier. We step towards the wide open doors. Our jaws drop. I hadn’t had much time to focus on my surroundings when I was in here earlier, but now. Wow. It’s like a book lover’s wet dream. Both Eryn and I love to read. We’re talking read like we breathe, share books with each other because we know that the other won’t bend any pages or fuck up the cover of the book, squeal over our favorite parts, reading obsessed. And we just won the lottery.

“Holy shit,” Eryn says softly, her head whipping side to side. “You weren’t kidding.”

I take my time to fully admire the room now that I’m not pressing reluctant goblins for answers. I’m in awe of the sheer size of the library. Each bookcase is filled with tomes of different sizes and colors. Old books, newer books, rolls of parchment—it’s all in here.

We both step through the threshold at the same time, Eryn goes right and I go left toward the shelves lined with older tomes. Half of them are in languages I don’t understand. They must be derived from the different goblin languages from what I would guess, but one catches my eye. Gargoyles. Just that simple title handwritten and embossed in gold. I pull it off the shelf and walk toward a plush looking couch. Hopefully I’ll find more on my new companions so I can better care for them.

I settle down and make myself comfortable. I’m so engrossed in my book that I don’t hear Eryn approach me.

“Ev,” she whispers.

I answer in the same whispered tone, “What?”

“Don’t move. You have two creatures behind you on the couch, and they look ready to pounce.”

I tilt my head to the side. Sure enough both of my little demon looking monsters are right there. Their eyes go wide.

Laughing, I turn back to Eryn. “Meet Anarchy and Chaos. My two new baby gargoyles. Anarchy is the one with purple eyes, and Chaos is the one with green eyes.”

Her mouth opens and closes a few times. Slowly, she approaches me, her gaze glued to them.

I explain what happened earlier today and Eryn and I watch Anarchy and Chaos while they play about the room.

I show her the cover of the giant book I grabbed and gush over the information I’ve found. Eryn suddenly grabs the book in her lap tight and bounces in her seat.

“Have you ever read the full declaration between the Light Elven Kingdom and the Goblin Kingdom?” she asks me.

I shake my head. “No, MECA doesn’t have a full copy in the library, only snippets, why?”

“Because I found one.” She looks around the room before cracking open the leather bound book.

“No freaking way!” I inch closer to her and read over her shoulder a bit as she lays the book in her lap.

Finding something like this is amazing. Most of the copies are kept within the Fae Kingdoms.

I settle in for a long read with Eryn as we pour over the text. The last thing I remember is Anarchy and Chaos snuggling together in one of my pockets, making themselves at home.
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Feeling as though I am on a ship in the middle of the ocean rocking back and forth, I open my eyes expecting to see Doyle carrying me up to bed. Instead I’m met with a striking pair of autumn-leaf-colored eyes. His gaze briefly meets mine before he stares straight ahead. His strong arms keep me pressed close to his muscled chest. Being in his arms isn’t such a bad thing, and I snuggle my head into his shoulder, letting his scent of crisp air and sinful nights fill up my lungs.

Goosebumps form over my arms as he surrounds me, my legs hanging over his arm, and my back resting against the other. He looks down at me as he reaches my open door and strides to the giant four poster bed, gently placing me atop it. His arms slide from beneath me and I mourn the loss of their warmth and the protective feeling they had enveloped me in. I catch and hold his smoldering stare. His gaze flickers between the door and I, his body tense.

Wide awake now, I look at his full lips and get caught in his sultry perusal of me as he continues to lean over me on the mattress. His head dips towards mine, and I inhale a sharp breath. His eyes dilate. Waiting for his lips to meet mine is the sweetest torture. I let my eyelids drift closed. Both of his strong hands are firmly planted on either side of my head, enclosing me in his heat. I feel his breath against my parted lips and I wait for his kiss. Tension tightens my body, and I’m ready to let the embers between us light the room on fire.

My head bouncing off the firm mattress disorientates me. Blinking, I attempt to clear my vision. Only when I look above me, he is no longer there. He’s gone. I’m met with the view of swaths of red velvet hanging over the canopy of my bed.

Now I’m fully frustrated. I pant from the anticipation of his kiss. My breathing comes in puffs of air, loud in the quiet room. Moments later, I’m no longer breathless from desire, but from frustration. Did I just imagine that? I must have been dreaming, because my door is closed and I didn’t hear it shut. He couldn’t have escaped my room with a poof.

I sit up, swipe the bottle of water off the bedside table, and take a gulp of tepid water. The liquid soothes my nerves. Taking a few deep breaths to calm my racing heart, I flop back down on the massive king bed with my arms splayed wide. I try to sort through what did or didn’t just happen until my head spins. Maybe after some much needed sleep I’ll be refreshed. I hope that I’ll no longer glow, or have strange new markings that appear and disappear once I wake up. Maybe after I have some coffee, I can corner that big bastard about leaving me panting from need for no logical reason.

One way or another I will get answers. After all, a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.


CHAPTER


SIX

The following morning I’m rudely woken up by the laser beams of sun streaming through the wall of windows in my room. Flipping the blanket up over my head, I cringe with the headache I can feel just waiting to make an appearance behind my eyes. If just one more thing is thrown in front of my path today—hell, this week—it’ll happen. I pity whoever pisses me off first today, because inevitably someone will.

This pattern of waking up before I am goddamn ready at ungodly hours has to end. I’m grumbling to myself before I flip over onto my back, the down comforter still firmly pulled over my eyes. I slowly inch the comforter down my face, one of my eyes still covered, as I check out my surroundings. Nothing out of the ordinary, except that my room is almost the size of our entire house. And it’s quiet. Too quiet.

Peeking my other eye out from under the protection of the comforter, I push up to my elbows, looking first left toward the windows streaming golden-yellow sunshine across the carpet in wide rectangles, and then right toward my closed door. Again, quiet. Maybe quiet is good, and I should just enjoy the moment of peace for what it is. Peaceful and much needed.

The blinking light of my cell phone on the night stand distracts me. I reach over, swiping it off the smooth surface. My mother has called me five times, leaving a voicemail each time. They each sound more desperate than the last—all the same message, pleading for me to attend the festival and to seriously consider Cashel for my husband. I toss my phone back on the night stand after deleting each of her messages. Huffing out a breath, I let my gaze go unfocused and get lost in my favorite illusion. The sounds of a bubbling brook are interrupted by an incessant scratching sound. I shake my head and the illusion disappears.

It has to be Axel. He must have drawn the short stick of waking me. He hates having to wake me up. The others would have barged in screaming and yanked me forcibly out of bed with cheerful smiles on their faces. Bunch of a-holes.

Silent as a shadow, I move to the door. Gripping the brass handle, I quickly turn it, whipping the door open. “Gotcha!”

Only no one is out there, and I yelled “gotcha” to a painting. Looking around, I see nothing out of place, and there are no sounds to indicate someone high tailed it out of here quickly.

I step back into my room, keeping the door open just a crack so I will know when someone is approaching. I head toward the bathroom to grab a quick shower and make myself somewhat presentable for our hosts. My bedhead is just that frightening.

I drop my glamour and turn to examine my naked body in the large bathroom mirror.

Every imperfection stares back at me in the mirror. The shiner from the crazy elf a few days ago is a lovely shade of yellow and the bruise creates a halo around my almond-shaped wide set eyes. I have a few scars from fights and sparring matches. Each one I wear as a badge of honor that I protected those who needed it most.

But today, after Dare’s rejection last night, I see them in a new light. My hips are wider than a typical elf’s, and I’m not tall and willowy like Eryn. Her legs go on for days whereas mine are strong but short. Oh, and my thighs don’t have that stupid gap, but I’m toned. I don’t have a rigid six pack, but my stomach is flat. My arms are toned and firm, and my breasts are certainly ample for an elf.

I cup my breasts and scrutinize them—round, pert, and large. The deep green shimmer over my pale silver skin gives them some allure but not much. My chin is pointed and my nose is upturned, but my hair is unusual for my house. Blood red and a mass of waves. I rest one hand against my neck at my pulse and place the other on my cocked hip. I give myself a mental slap.

I’m sexy as fuck. Heads turn when I walk by. I may not be the elven model of perfection, but I’m my own perfection, and I happen to think I look damn good. I meet my own eyes in the mirror, my usual confidence returning full force. That’s enough of a pity party for today.

I step into the shower. My tired and abused muscles feel as though they’re melting with the massaging jets of water pounding on them.

Hearing the same scratching sound as before, I stay where I am and cock my head a bit to listen. It’s closer this time. My head snaps up and I lock eyes with two sets of eyes—one purple and the other green, both framed by tiny stone faces. Letting out an uncharacteristic shriek, I jump back, arms against the cool tile of the shower, my chest heaving as I try to settle my nerves. It’s only Anarchy and Chaos.

“You little devils, you almost gave me a heart attack!”

Shooing them away, I turn toward the array of shower products sitting on the shelf under one of the shower heads when a hard arm suddenly goes around my waist and yanks me out from under the warm spray of water.

Shrieking again, this time in frustration instead of fright, I kick my foot back. I hit the shin of the one holding me and am met with a curse, which only fuels my determination to get out of his hold. Twisting my wet body against his arm, I turn around, arm cocked back and ready to send his nose into his brain, and I stop short. The eyes meeting mine are red and sunset-orange, and they’re looking at me like I’m precious. Like I need to be protected at all costs. After his abrupt departure last night though, I still might punch him and blame that shit on being hauled rudely out of my shower.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I scowl when he doesn’t let me go.

He tightens his hands on my bare waist. “You shrieked, and I thought you were under attack.” His slanted eyes narrow on my face, before making their way down my neck where droplets of water are falling from my hair to trail tiny rivulets down toward my breasts. Which are currently smashed against his T-shirt covered chest and creating quite the wet spot.

“I shrieked because Anarchy and Chaos appeared in my shower, and they startled me, goblin.”

“You’re in danger and under my protection, which I take seriously, little álainn, so when I heard your scream, I came to rescue you from a situation that I thought you would need help out of.” He shrugs, one eyebrow quirked.

“I don’t need rescuing. Not from you, not from anyone.” I step back from his hold and square off with him. “Let’s get this settled now, goblin. I can take care of myself. If I need any help, it will come from my crew. Not a goblin who can barely stand the sight of me.”

Droplets are still falling from my hair and leaving trails of wetness down my neck to my breasts where they stop for a moment before falling to the floor with a tiny splash against the tile. He steps toward me and opens his mouth, his eyes filled with heat. I raise one arm to cover my breasts and bring my other hand down to cup my sex and hide it from his view.

“Oh, I can’t stand the sight of you all right, my little tine.” His tone is deeper, dripping with the sound of sex as he steps closer into my space, crowding me.

I back up until my bare back meets with the cold tile of the bathroom wall. I feel stalked as his larger frame slowly closes the distance between us. I whip my head from side to side, looking for an escape from the disaster that’s about to happen between us.

“Would you get out already?” I try to sound demanding, but my voice shakes. Against my own will my knees weaken. My body fights my head to lean closer into his warmth.

“Why would I do that when I have you bared before me, little álainn?”

His rumbling voice sends shivers down my spine. My nipples harden with need.

I look up into his eyes as he closes the last fraction of space between us. My hand is trapped between our bodies covering the juncture of my thighs, my other arm still across my breasts.

“I’m not your little anything, goblin,” I reply breathily.

With a finger, he lightly follows the path of a water droplet from behind my ear and down my neck. My vision blurs, and a breath shudders out of me.

“Let alone your little—”

He trails down between the valley of my breasts.

His gaze locks on mine while he glides his finger between both breasts and makes a come hither motion, dragging it back up my chest, his nail scraping against the delicate skin there. I sigh.

He steps even closer to me. His hard length brushes against the back of my hand. I wince, worrying for a second that he could hurt me with his size.

He bends toward me. “We will fit perfectly together, little álainn.” He licks across the hoops in the shell of my ear. “Now drop your arm, so I may see all of your lush body.”

I bare my chest to him and watch desire darken his eyes. His hand splays at the base of my neck before inching down to cup one breast in his calloused hand. I arch my back, pushing the flesh farther into his waiting grasp. With his free hand, he grabs both of mine, bringing them above my head. He keeps both wrists locked in one of his hands. With the other, he continues his exploration of every inch of my breasts, my nipples hardening at his feather light touch.

I brush my cheek against the stubble of his. I dart my tongue out to touch the lobe of his ear. He groans and mutters something I don’t understand.

As the hand holding my wrists above my head presses them hard into the wall, our eyes meet and the message is clear, keep them there.

I nod and his other hand joins the first cupping my breast. He trails kisses down my neck. His tongue leaves a wet trail on my fevered skin. He slowly kisses towards my nipple. I arch against his hard chest. Fire rages through my blood when he blows against the wet spots he leaves. My body riots for more.

More of his touch. More of his mouth. More of his tongue on my body.

He opens his lush mouth and sucks my pebbled nipple inside. I moan, jerking in his hold. He bites down on my nipple. He growls and I clutch at his back leaving marks. I throw my head back and bury my free hand in his soft strands.

I leave my hand in his hair. My breast pops free from his mouth as he tilts his head back to look at me. I try to push his mouth back to my needy breasts, but he resists me. My hands go back above my head of their own accord. The needy noises escaping me surprise me. He lowers his eyes and focuses on teasing my swollen breasts. Each flick of his tongue sends a jolt through me.

“Dare!” I moan, grasping at the air above me. Teasing nips come back into our play. One nip on my nipple and my breath stutters out of me. He pinches my other nipple. I squirm.

He releases my nipple with a pop, but I feel no release from the pressure and tension still between my thighs, only the need for more of his touch. Moisture drips between my thighs, hot and wet. All I want is for his clever fingers to make their way down my stomach, to press up into me, and tease my swollen and ready clit.

He splays his hand across my stomach, trailing down toward my pussy slowly. He captures my mouth in a punishing kiss. Our tongues are dueling for control as I nip and bite at his lips. I let my tongue dance with his while his hand grips my hip in a tight hold, one of his fingers brushing back and forth over my mound, teasing me.

“You want my fingers in this little pussy, my little álainn? I can scent your need for me, mmmm….rain and vanilla…so sweet.”

“Yes,” I breathe, pushing my hips upward to force his fingers where I want them.

“Uh-uh, not until I am ready for you to have my fingers will you have them, little álainn.”

I groan in frustration. With each touch he builds my desire higher, fanning the flames. My groans of frustration quickly turn to ones of satisfaction at the biting nips he places on my neck. Shivers race through me, my skin hypersensitive. He stops to pay special attention to a certain spot that sends pulses of need through my abdomen and straight down to my aching slit.

“Please, Dare, touch my—”

He covers my mouth. I try pulling my face back, but his hand stays put.
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I widen my eyes at him in confusion. He holds one finger over his lips. The desire pumping through my veins is replaced with adrenaline. I send my senses out and listen intently to my surroundings. I hear the scratching sound I now associate with my two little devils, the sounds of birds chirping farther outside, and the sound of a chair scraping against the floor somewhere else in the house.

I tilt my head at him and try speaking through his hand covering my mouth.

“What is it?” I ask. Although it comes out more like Wfft ss stit?

The words no sooner leave my mouth and I’m suddenly shoved behind his back. A ferocious growl assaults my ears and I freeze against him.

“Ev? Yo, Ever?”

The question comes from inside my bedroom. Doyle.

Pushing my way past Dare, I grunt at his scowl and meet it with my own. I crack open the bathroom door and peer through, keeping my body hidden.

“Yeah, D, what’s up?”

“Just making sure you’re still alive. You know, still here and not rocking in a corner.” He snickers.

“No, I did that last night.” I snort. “You missed the show. Sorry, I know it’s your fave.”

I move from foot to foot, hoping my explanation will be enough for Doyle to leave. Dare shifts behind me, soft growls still vibrating through his chest at my back.

“I’m almost done with my shower. I’ll catch up with you guys in a few, okay?”

Doyle nods his head. “Cool. Dax said breakfast is served in the formal dining room.”

“Got it. Thanks!” I wave a hand and close the door, blocking Doyle from my sight. I let my forehead rest against the cool wood of the door and take a deep breath.

I turn to face Dare. My cheeks warm as embarrassment crashes through me at the thought of what we were just doing. Temporary insanity. That’s the only explanation.

“So…” I meet his eyes, which are still heavy with desire. “If you would kindly leave, I can get back to my shower and we can get started on figuring out the massive shit storm my life has become.” I tilt my head at him, batting my eyelashes for good measure.

He arches a brow and smirks. I realize I just flashed him and my hands go back to covering my breasts as they did at his arrival. Typical male. No matter the species.

“Little álainn, don’t deny what was just between us.” He steps closer.

I plant my hand in the middle of his broad chest. Deny. Deny. Deny. It’s becoming my new mantra.

“No, that actually sounds like a solid plan.” I nod, mostly to myself, avoiding eye contact and keeping my distance from his enticing body.

I inch my way back towards the safety of the shower. We continue our awkward shuffle until I quickly jump back from him into the open shower, snatching the solid white curtain and draping it around myself. I smile and then nod at the door.

He turns with a growl and palms the door handle, yanks it open with a jerk, and slams it closed behind him, still growling and muttering to himself in that strange language.

I finish my shower and walk toward my new kick ass closet.

Flipping the light switch, I stand there for a second and imagine all the weapons I could store in here. What? I said it was kick ass, not that it would be used for clothes and shit.

Grabbing my favorite pair of black skinny jeans out of my duffle on the floor and my long-sleeved Ozzy T-shirt, I dress quickly. I add my final touch to any outfit—my combat boots and a few knives—and I’m ready to go. I open my door and stop when Anarchy and Chaos each drop onto my shoulders. They’re like my own personal good angel, bad angel. I continue on my way toward food at the urging of my grumbling stomach, Anarchy and Chaos each chittering away.

I stop at the top of the stairs and smile at the wooden railing. I hop on and straddle the wide bannister, letting out a battle cry as I launch myself downwards. At the bottom I bow towards the railing mouthing thank you, thank you, and wave my hand. I spin around at a chuckle. Dax is standing there, watching me with a broad grin.

“What? Never seen a girl slide down that railing before?” I ask.

“Not quite like that, no.” He laughs, his eyes crinkling at the corners.

“I got mad skills, yo.” I look around to make sure no one else saw my little performance. “Where is the kitchen or the place you get food in a fully Fae house? I’m starving!” And if the chitters at each of my shoulders are any indication, so are the little monsters.

Dax does his own low bow, sweeping his arm out. “Follow me, my lady.”

Eryn and I did absolutely no recon on the manor as we had set out to yesterday, instead getting stuck in the library. I’d rectify that after breakfast, as well as make sure that I have food on hand at all times for my little devils.

I almost walk straight into Dax’s back as he stops to let me enter the room ahead of him.

I don’t like anyone at my back so I inch sideways past him. I keep both an eye on him and an eye on the room before me. Back firmly against the wall, I step into the room and am met with a long oak table. On top of it are more place settings than should be allowed for a dining room table. I stop counting at twenty. What, are we at court or something? Maybe flew back in time to the 1800s?

At Dax’s booming laugh, I realize I said that last part out loud. I cringe and mutter an apology before shrugging and shaking it off because what I said was true. Honestly, who has a table big enough to seat a small army in their house? Goblins, that’s who.

I keep my eye on the big bastard and my back to the wall. He shrugs and heads straight toward the head of the table. He takes his seat next to none other than the sexiest goblin this side of the veil. I blush, thinking about how he had me pressed up against the bathroom wall only minutes ago, panting and begging for release. Dare looks calm, and that pisses me off. He doesn’t look affected at all.

Fine. Two can play at that game.

I storm over next to Doyle and take a seat directly next to him so he blocks my view of Dare. I focus my attention on my crew. I take my time, seeing how they are adjusting to this new round of crazy we’ve landed in. A short Brownie approaches me and asks what I’d like to break my fast. I put my hand over my mouth to try to stifle my chuckle. Brownies are proud creatures, and they would be insulted if I refused a meal from them. They’re the finest of the hearth Fae, and always take care of those they’re loyal too.

“May I have some orange juice…I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name?”

“Merelda, my lady,” she replies.

“Well, Merelda, and I mean no offense here, but if you point me in the direction of the orange juice I can certainly pour my own glass.”

At her gasp, I realize that she must think I am insulting her in some way. Fucking Fae nuances. “But, if you wouldn’t mind making me an omelet with ham and cheese before you bring back my juice I would greatly appreciate it,” I finish, the knot in my chest easing as her face relaxes.

“Of course, my lady, I shall be back shortly with your meal.”

“Sweet, thanks, Merelda.” I smile.

She grabs empty plates and dishes with her second set of arms and walks past the giant goblins seated a few seats down from me and my crew.

I see a puzzled look on all three of their faces when I glance in their direction.

“What?” I scowl at them. I’m in no mood for their shit.

To my surprise it’s Dagan who speaks up, “You asked her name,” he replies, his eyebrows furrowed.

At his comment, Kirin and Doyle start to chuckle. Both shove food in their mouths at the look I cut toward them.

“Well, yeah, why wouldn’t I?” I quirk a brow and return my attention to their end of the table.

“I didn’t think you would care. She is a part of the staff, and it wouldn’t benefit you in any way to ally yourself with her,” he states, not in a cruel way, but in a manner that indicates that it’s just the way it is.

“See that’s where you are wrong, Dagan.” I lean forward, my fingers steepled under my chin. “She probably hears way more than you would think, and Brownies are very protective of those they consider friends, no matter their status.”

“We are kind to them,” he argues. “We pay her amply to ensure her loyalty. I assure you, you don’t have to… what is it you humans say? Suck up to her.”

I shake my head. With his upbringing he just doesn’t get what I mean. I ignore the barb about my character and I try to explain it anyways.

“Money is just an object, Dagan. And yes, you pay her well, but everyone has a price right?” I hold up my hand to stop him from interrupting me. “I am not saying your staff are spies of some kind, but what I am saying is that kindness and a willingness to know who is in your house, and who does what for you, will inspire loyalty so pure that not even the greatest sum could sway them from you.”

At his dropped jaw, I realize he may be more open to suggestion than I originally thought he was. Interesting. Especially considering he is probably a few centuries old at least. Either that or he really does think I’m a dumb leath cine. I meet Dare’s eyes for a few seconds. I sit back hard in my chair. I’m half listening to Kirin and Doyle’s antics and half listening to the hushed conversation down at the end of the table between the three brothers.

“Were you trying to insult her, brother?” Dax asks in an angry whisper to Dagan.

“How was that insulting? I asked her a question.”

“You know I meant how you said it,” replies Dax, only to get cut off from his whisper rant by Dare.

“You implied that she would be trying to not only make allies in the Goblin Kingdom, but that she was being fake in her kindness towards Merelda,” he says.

Hmm, this is getting interesting. Just as Dagan starts to respond, my concentration is broken at the large elbow to my ribs from Doyle.

I grunt and attempt to elbow him back and am blocked, which ensues a slap fest from the both of us. We end up on the floor laughing hysterically. Our laughter comes to a halt at the amused sounding throat clearing from Merelda.

Both of us snap our heads up. I’m sitting on Doyle’s wide chest like it’s a chair as he bends one of my arms backwards and we both burst out laughing again. We untangle ourselves from each other, both of us trying to land as many cheap shots as we can in the process.

Kirin and Axel are both unfazed at our antics as it’s a common occurrence at our house, but Eryn, ever the proper one out of all of us, looks mortified at our little skirmish.

Finally, I catch my breath and turn in my chair. I reach to take my meal and juice from Merelda but stop short as she shakes her head at me. Her warm brown eyes sparkle with a bit of understanding. With one set of arms behind her back, the other are left to hold my juice and my plate, which she deposits on the table in front of me and then bows slightly as she turns to walk away. I thank her again for everything, and I dive into my meal.

I was raised to be a warrior not a courtier, so I blame that shit on MECA.

All of the boys are now talking about getting some training in today, and I nod my head as they make plans to meet in an hour in the outdoor arena they have set up to stay in shape when Dare interrupts my nodding.

“Ever, you will not be joining us.” His tone brokers no argument.

My head snaps towards him so fast, I think I broke the sound barrier.

Puh-lease. The day I listen to anyone about what I will and won’t do will be the day I’m six feet under.

“Excuse me? For a second there I thought you were under the delusion that you could tell me what I can and can’t do.”

“You will no longer need to practice as you will be protected,” he retorts with a curt nod, his jaw set. Silly me, I forgot I’m just supposed to stop doing what I have been doing every day since I could walk.

“I can protect myself, goblin, so I will be training,” I meet his cold stare head on. I won’t back down from this. “Whether you like it or not.”

Dare scowls at me and starts muttering in that strange guttural language to his brothers again. He abruptly shoves his chair back and stomps from the room. And by stomp, I mean his heavy steps have the silverware and glasses clinking against each other on the table from the impact.

“What the fuck did he just say in that stupid language?” I roar, jumping from my chair just as fast. I tear off after him and ignore the warnings and shouts coming from Dax and my own crew.

He disappears up the second floor staircase and I march right up the stairs after him. I’m determined to find out what the fuck his problem is with me.

Stupid goblins and their shit.
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I make it up to the fourth floor, and follow the sounds of drawers slamming closed and angry muttering to a closed door with scrolling markings carved into the doorframe.

Not even bothering to knock, I barge right in. I don’t register the shock and anger on his face at my intrusion of his private space.

“Listen, goblin, I don’t know if I pissed in your cheerios or something, but you insisted I be here,” I yell at him with my hands planted firmly on my hips, my legs spread hip width apart as if I’m readying for a battle. “I’m more than happy to leave and get off the crazy train you insisted we board. Because I already know that in no way am I half goblin half elf.”

Completely ignoring that his face is turning a rather dark golden color, I continue my rant. “And who the hell are you to judge me for my manners and what I like to do in my free time? Huh? I train because I need to be the best to survive out there. To survive those of your Kingdoms that go mad and escape and threaten the tenuous peace you have with the human race.” At this point I’m pacing and gesturing wildly. “And better yet, I’m good at what I do. Wicked good. I can take more than my fair share of knocks. Sorry that I’m not the perfectly coifed elf or whatever species you seem to think, princess that you believed me to be, but this is me. Take it or leave it.” I finish with a huff. I don’t let my mind wander to the want I feel deep in my soul for him to say he will take me as I am. That he won’t try to change me into some puppet who wears pretty dresses and says all the right things at all the right times.

Shaking my head, I mentally chastise myself. No. He made his feelings clear this morning when he left grumbling in that same freaking language. He’s interested in no more than a quick fuck.

I stop pacing and I look at him pointedly, hands still planted on my hips. “Anything to say for yourself, goblin?”

He calmly walks over to a bar in the corner and comes back with an old-looking bottle of amber-colored liquid. He pours two glasses and sips from one calmly. The way his lips press against the glass has me momentarily jealous of the scotch he’s drinking.

Shaking my head, I refuse the drink and stay standing on the other side of the room. I wait for an explanation from him, my patience draining. Even after railing at him, I can still feel my blood boiling beneath the surface.

“Did you know you glow when you are angry, little álainn?”

“I—uh—I.” I fumble my words. I try again. Drawing my shoulders back. “I what?” I shake my head and wave my hand. “Never mind. That doesn’t matter. What matters is you answering for your confusing and rude as hell actions towards me.”

“I do not understand. When have I been rude to you?” he asks.

Flabbergasted, I open and close my mouth a couple of times. He can’t be serious. Does he have short term memory loss? That’s the only logical conclusion I can come to. Or he’s dense. Which I highly doubt.

“Were you not just in the same room as me? When you told me I would no longer be practicing my combat skills with my crew because I’m protected now? Or how about when your brother accused me of kissing ass?” I step closer to him. “Huh? What about then?” I jab my finger into his chest, not caring that I could be pissing off a very large goblin, not to mention a deadly one.

Grabbing my hand, he pulls me down onto his lap. He wraps his arms around my waist and locks me there despite my struggles. “Be still, little álainn, and I will explain this to you.”

I continue struggling while I try to figure out how to get him to let go of me. I can’t think when his scent is surrounding me. I grunt at the pain in my elbow from hitting him in the abdomen. “Let go of me you big bastard.”

“Settle and let me explain. Then I will let you go if you so wish.” He gazes at me, his orange and red eyes ensnaring me. My body goes limp and my struggles come to a halt.

“You have five minutes. Don’t waste them.”

He smiles, the corners of his lips slowly curling upwards. I roll my eyes, barely restraining the need to stick my tongue out at the smug fucker.

“How much do you know about the Goblin Kingdom, Ever?” he asks me.

“What every other MECA guard is taught. You all pride yourselves on strength. The King isn’t a title handed down from generation to generation but it is won by the greatest fighters among you.”

He nods.

“Because of this, you kill any babes left at your mound unless they are able to protect themselves from you. I also know that goblins don’t have a light or a dark ruler, only one. You are supposedly very accepting of outcasts from other Fae Kingdoms such as brownies, pixies, and trolls, so long as they prove useful within the Kingdom and can survive on their own or with little protection. Past that, my knowledge consists of how to greet anyone from the current royal family and how to say a few key phrases. Mostly swearing though.” I pause for a moment. “Why am I telling you this again?”

He holds up one hand up to stop my onslaught of questions. “What you have been taught is mostly true. But one part, the most important part, is untrue.” He takes an unhurried sip from his glass. I shift impatiently on his lap.

“Well?” I draw the word out, letting him know I am less than impressed with the dramatic pauses.

“Goblins do not harm babes that are left on our mound. In fact, we take them in and protect the—”

“You said something like that yesterday, but I don’t believe you. My own family has told me of the stories when the declaration was first written.”

He narrows his eyes, and I snap my mouth closed.

He clears his throat. “The first few years were brutal. The King’s offspring were being hunted by Light Elves for sport, and he had never had any issues with the elves. As we mentioned previously, he preferred elven consorts. When his wife was killed by those elves claiming they were purifying the race, he lost his mind. He killed anything elven besides his children and those already in his kingdom.” He trails his hand up and down the outside of my thigh. “There were a few incidents where elven mothers dropped off their babes in hopes that we would accept them and protect them as we had done for those who could not protect themselves in the past. For about twenty years the King refused, until he got word that one of his sons had died protecting a half elven half goblin babe. At that point, to honor his son, he allowed his heart to open to those who were still in danger from the Light Elven Kingdom, and he brought them under his wing. He guaranteed them a place within his Kingdom and taught them the history of both kingdoms.”

“So you’re saying you did slaughter babes, but now you don’t?” I ask.

“We never slaughtered them, only refused them entry into our Kingdom. After those twenty years, we have always accepted and protected any babes left on our doorstep. We made sure they had a family where they could thrive.”

I lean my back against the arm of the chair. I lay my hands on my thighs and stare at the wall past his ear. As I let what he just told me sink in, he smooths his hands over my thighs, his touch distracting me.

“Stop that!” I tell him.

He widens his eyes and then places his hands firmly on the arms of the wide chair.

I come to terms with the one bit of information that kept anyone at MECA living in this realm. We all thought we had nowhere to go, that we would be slaughtered if we tried.

“Is MECA aware of this?” I narrow my eyes at him and watch for any signs of dishonesty or any play on words.

“We believe they are. We have tried to talk to them multiple times, but because they were cast out of the Light Elven Kingdom during that time and forced to protect themselves during those twenty years after we wouldn’t accept them, they won’t listen and think it’s a cruel trick.”

At my sharp look he grimaces and appears almost contrite.

“Is it a trick?”

“I swear to you it is not.” He meets my stare head on. “Would you have my blood oath that I am telling the truth?”

I jump up from his lap and shake my head. “No, no. That’s not necessary. I like not glowing like a Christmas tree, thanks.”

Just the fact that he was willing to offer it though means a great deal. Fae don’t offer their blood oath lightly because if they break it, the Sluagh will hunt them down and hand them a fate worse than death. The Sluagh, otherwise known as the Horde are the scariest of the bad Fae. And those fuckers mean business.

His severe frown at my remark makes me chuckle.

“You seem to frown a lot around me.” I smile at him.

He doesn’t smile back. “I had briefly forgotten about your reaction to our blood oath yesterday, little álainn.” He leans forward, resting his thick forearms on his knees. His hands hang between his legs, the amber liquid left in his glass swirling with his movements.

“That’s okay. There’s a lot going on around here.” I shift back from him. “Let’s just forget about it, because it obviously was a fluke. No way am I your—what was it? Mate? And I am not half goblin so it must be that I came into some abilities or something. I just don’t know what yet.” I inch my way silently toward the door to his rooms.

When he stands up, I realize he knows what I’m doing. Not only does he know, he’s amused by my actions. Smug goblin.

He follows me right to the door and he leans a hand against it. Despite my best efforts I can’t open the door with his weight on it. Giving up in a huff, I roll my eyes up to meet his.

“Move.”

“I don’t think so, little álainn.” He moves another inch closer to me.

I can feel the heat coming off of his body. This close he’s huge—as in like two of me, plus another one.

“Move, goblin. Before I have to do bodily harm to you.”

At his low chuckle, I turn and take a swing for his arm and make contact. It has no effect what so ever. Using my momentum against me, he spins me around and pushes my front to the door, sliding his larger body against mine. In this position he’s got me pressed snug between the door and him.

Squirming and screeching in frustration, I know I’m not going to get out of this with force. Only by playing dirty. I relax back into him and he stays stiff. One hand still on my arm, the other wrapped around my waist, he keeps my body tight to him.

“Now that wasn’t very nice, little tine,” he whispers in my ear.

The hand around my waist splays wide over my stomach. A riot of nerves unfurl in my belly.

Oh, I’ll show him little fire.

Leaning back against him, I let my head drop back onto his chest, relaxing my body. At my cues, he runs his jaw against mine. His stubble scratches me, and I shiver. Pushing back against him, I hear his quick intake of breath and smile to myself. As soon as he relaxes, I’ll strike. And get the hell out of here.

He leans against me and dips his hand into the waistband of my jeans. He teases my bare flesh and sends tremors of desire through me. My want dampens the little scrap of lace between my thighs.

I groan. I need to stop this before it gets out of hand. Just because he’s a sexy goblin, doesn’t mean I want to die today.

“Dare, stop.”

He keeps his hand right where it is, pushes a piece of hair out of his way, and whispers in my ear, his tone seductive, “You don’t want me to stop, little álainn. I can feel how much you desire me. I can scent your need for me.”

“Just because my body is reacting doesn’t mean we should,” I reason half heartedly. Getting anything through that thick head of his is like trying to break glass by throwing flower petals at it. “It is forbidden, Dare. Even though you annoy the shit out of me, I don’t want you marked for death. I also like breathing as well, so if you could just back it on up, big guy, we can move on and forget this even happened.”

I feel his chest expand to respond just as I hear shouts sound from down the hall. They get louder as they get closer. I push against him to let me go so we can go check it out. He keeps me where I am, not moving an inch. Stubborn goblin.

As the shouts continue to come closer, I’m gritting my teeth when someone pounds on the other side of the door I’m smashed against. Well, didn’t that just feel awesome against my cheek bone. Not.

“Dare, open the door and show them you haven’t killed Ever!” Dax shouts from the hallway.

“Tell them you are all right, little álainn,” he murmurs in my ear, responding a bit louder for their benefit. “She is alive and well, I assure you.”

“Alive and well, my ass,” Kirin says.

“Someone better come in here and get this big bastard off of me.”

My crew will respond like a well-oiled machine. I just have to sit and wait for them to get me out of his grip. He’s obviously lost his senses, or he hasn’t been laid in a while, if he is having this reaction to a female in his personal space. “You might want to move away from the door unless you want them to kill me in the process of getting you away from me,” I tell him, mostly just to see what his reaction will be.

Swiftly, so swiftly that my breath whooshes out of me, he lifts me away from the door and turns his back to it as the door comes flying off the hinges with a loud bang. Wood splinters fly everywhere.

Hmmm…Kirin must have had some explosives with him. Good man.

Dropping out of his hold, I hightail it out of his immediate reach and walk toward my crew calmly, arms at my side so they see that he didn’t harm me. Not physically at least. Mentally I’m a little shaken up by his hot and cold moods, as well as his habit of pushing me up against hard surfaces. But I guess everyone has to have some sort of kink, right?

Doyle, Kirin, and Axel glare daggers over my shoulder. I make eye contact with Eryn. Her eyes widen, but what she is seeing is beyond me. I shrug it off. I have more important things to worry about today than what energy reading Eryn is getting from myself and Dare.

“Who’s ready to train?” I ask as I bounce up to the guys. I make sure to stay in front of them to stop them from making any stupid moves towards Dare. Men and their need to compare dick size. It gets old.

Feinting a punch at Kirin and actually slapping Doyle in the stomach with the back of my hand, I get their attention. I clear my throat when Axel is the last to turn to me.

“Training? Yes, no, maybe?”

At their mixed looks of apprehension, gritted teeth, and scowls I try again.

“What’s the matter? Afraid I’m going to hand you your asses in front of the goblins?” I smile when they all jerk back, looking offended. Bingo.

“You could try Ev,” Doyle mutters. He turns and leads our crew down to the hallway so we can make our way outside to train.

“Pssh, Doyle, please. I handed you your ass last time.”

Laughing at my antics, Kirin throws me over his shoulder like I weigh ten pounds. He heads out the front doors. I toss a weak punch toward Kirin’s kidney. He grunts, but keeps me where I am. He laughs at my complaints and the expletives thrown his way.

That strange and deadly-sounding growl rumbles behind us. I tense in his hold, bracing to suddenly go flying. When nothing hits either of us, he shrugs and continues to bruise my stomach with his halting stride.

Damn, Kirin and his antics.


CHAPTER


NINE

Once we get to a spot we can all agree is just right the guys get to setting up.

Putting me down, Kirin flicks my pony tail. He narrowly avoids my swat and grins from ear to ear. “Love you, Ev.” He blows me a kiss, and we both ignore the scowls coming our way from the three goblins joining us.

“Yeah, yeah, don’t try to butter me up Kirin.” I mock snarl at him before sticking my tongue out at him and finishing with, “You’re going down.”

Rolling his eyes at me, he shakes his head as he heads towards the course ahead of me.

Weapons are set up on a table off to the side, everything from swords to guns. Ladders and tires sit in the grass in varying patterns, the whole nines. They must have raided the goblins’ training center and set some of this up earlier because we don’t keep this much in our van.

We prefer to train outside so we can stay fresh on our skills. This way we can adjust quickly to new terrains. After all, if we crash and burn, there are no mats to break our falls. Keeping our footing isn’t as easy when we’re outside as it is on a hardwood floor. It’s one of our best kept secrets, and it keeps us securely at the top of MECA’s deadliest and most effective team roster.

I let the guys finish up with the heavy lifting as they create what is going to prove to be a very fun obstacle course. I stretch out with Eryn, both of us chit-chatting about nothing in particular and enjoying the buzzing feeling working its way through our veins. Being able to release some of the tension that’s built up this week will do us all wonders. I swing my arms in forward circles. The hair on my arms rises, and I feel the crackle of power behind me. I look over my shoulder, trying to find the source of the power surge that has my senses going haywire and my own powers surging, I only see Doyle and Kirin. Both of them are stretching, and neither of them have that kind of power unless they have been holding out on us the past few years. I turn my head a bit more to the side and eye the three goblins standing there not stretching and watching us like we are all dimwitted.

“You guys gonna stretch?” I narrow my eyes to see who looks like they are concentrating hard enough to exert that level of power.

My question is met with three grunts, which I take as a no. Whatever, they can all be sore as hell later for all I care. I shake my head and finish my stretches. I start pursuing the obstacle course to map out a game plan in my head. I walk back to our group and open my mouth to speak when those haunting growls sound again. Kirin and Doyle go flying through the air to land twenty feet away on the tires they laid out.

I wince but stay quiet. I know better than to ask if they are okay. Hard rubber tires are no fun to land on. I raise my eyebrows as Dax tosses both of them across the field like they are freshly folded laundry.

I stand back to let them get whatever manly shit they need to sort out, out of the way. I roll my eyes at Eryn. Both of us stand there with our arms crossed.

Doyle and Kirin regroup and head straight for Dax. They attack him systematically and work as a team. They know what the other is going to do before it even happens, which makes them a deadly pair. Knowing how they fight, I’m focused on Dax and his moves. We watch our opponents to find weak spots before we fight. The tactic presses our advantage and keeps our strategy stronger than theirs.

Kirin tries to press his advantage, but Dax moves faster than light and tosses him against the trunk of a tree. A crack sounds through the field. Narrowing my eyes at Dax, I make a move to check on Kirin but am stopped dead when that familiar tingle spreads up my arm from the hand suddenly gripping me.

“Do not interfere,” Dare warns. “It will only end in you being hurt.”

I scoff at him and yank my arm away, ignoring him and skirting around Doyle and Dax, who are still fighting. Kirin blinks his eyes open and shakes his head a bit. I stand over him and scowl. He winces.

“You okay?” I ask him under my breath.

At his nod, I punch him lightly in the stomach.

“Good. Now watch Dax for any weak spots, so you can kick his ass next time.” Knowing Kirin, there will be a next time. There always is. Must be a goblin pride thing. Or just a man thing. Either way.

“Aye aye, Capitan.” He salutes me with a middle finger.

I chuckle and stroll back to my place next to Eryn. The fight winds down. Both men are laughing like they’ve been best friends since diapers. I step toward the matted down patch of grass they just fought on, wanting to spar. I just don’t know with whom. Axel steps out as well, and I know that I’m in for a challenge. I nod at him, signaling that I want to get my fight on. We circle up and I keep silent instead of my usual smack talk. Axel is a wild card and out of all of us probably the deadliest because of his abilities. Axel gets snippets of the future. He doesn’t know when it’s going to rain. More like he knows what someone is going to do even before he does, but only from a gut feeling.

I have to go on pure gut instinct to get any sort of advantage over Axel. I don’t even let him finish taking off his jacket. I lunge for him and knock him to the ground. We grapple with each other. I try to keep the upper hand, and Axel’s determined to make me lose it. Both of us pant from exertion. He gets in a good chop to my inner elbow and my arm buckles, my hold on him breaking. We spring apart from each other, and neither of us allows for any breathing room before we throw ourselves into full contact combat.

Punch. Block. Spin. Contact. Repeat.

Our fighting goes on for a while. Each contact made helps loosen another knot of tension. Both of us dance in and out of the other’s reach. We taunt each other with quick feints to one side only to attack from the other. I’m lost in my own world as I focus my breathing. In and out. In and out. I know this. I know how to fight. I know how to defend myself from the physical. I can block out and avoid the mental tension when I’m fighting. Euphoria strums through me and my muscles relax as if I just got treated to a day at the spa. Hastily, I move in for the final jab that will end our sparring. Seeing my opening, I make my move. Axel circumvents me and ends up pinning me to the ground. Face first, mouth full of dirt and grass, and I grin like a loon.

“Do you yield?” Axel asks, a hint of laughter in his voice.

“Never!” I laugh.

Axel reaches down and tickles my side mercilessly.

“Mercy! Mercy! I beg for mercy!” I wheeze out. Inhaling air, I try to catch my breath as he lets go of me. I roll onto my back and grin up at Axel. I extend my arm and let him pull me up from the ground. We walk over to the cooler containing water and snacks, and I elbow Axel in the side to get his attention.

“Thanks. I needed that.”

“I know.” He unscrews the cap on his second water bottle and downs it.

I lounge back and stretch out a bit as I sip my water. A phone vibrates, and I look around. It’s my phone. It’s my mother. Yet again. If I don’t answer it now she will keep calling me and leaving me messages. I reach over to grab my phone from on top of my hoodie. I might as well get this over with.

I swipe my finger across the screen. “Hello?”

“Ever, my darling,” she coos. “I’ve been trying to reach you for a few days now.”

“I know, Mother. I’ve been busy. What is so important that you have to call me every hour on the hour?” I sigh and take a sip of water.

“Don’t take that tone with me, young lady! I’m your mother and I deserve your respect. After all I did set you up with Cashel after all.” She delivers that last bit with a smug tone.

I make a gagging sound into the phone. I’m not willing to touch the subject of Cashel with a ten-foot pole. “You didn’t set me up with anyone, Mother. Like I said before, I’m not interested. Never will be interested. Give it up already.”

“Ever, you will do this for me. As a favor to me you will come to this festival.” She grits out the last part, her polite tone slipping.

“I’m sorry to disappoint, Mother, but to put it frankly, there is no way in hell I will ever consider Cashel.” I roll my eyes at Eryn as she approaches with a raised brow. I mouth, “it’s my mother.” She winces and shrugs. We all know what it’s like to deal with parents who only notice us when it suits them.

“Why ever not?” she whines.

Before she can start listing his many charming qualities, I cut her off.

“The answer is no, Mother. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not next week. Not ever. No.”

Grumbling about ungrateful children and telling me that we will talk about this later when I am in a more sensible mood, she promptly hangs up on me. I drop my phone from my ear and stare at it in my hand. All that tension I just worked off is back tenfold.

I toss my phone aside and head toward everyone. I won’t be able to focus on another match now, so I tell them I’m going to head back in, grab some protein, and clean up.

“You okay, Ev?” Eryn asks, eyeing me closely.

“Yeah I’m good. Just stressed. Nothing some protein and a nice hot shower won’t fix. Meet up in the library again when you guys are all done? We can do some more exploring.” I wiggle my eyebrows at her. Both of us know that by “exploring” I mean in the library. And by in the library, I mean sitting our asses in those overstuffed couches and reading.

Nodding at me, she turns back to the fight at hand. Doyle and Dagan are going at it, and from the looks of it, they are pretty evenly matched.

I grab my hoodie and another bottle of water for the road and walk back up to the house. As I reach the top of the stairs—slightly less winded than I was yesterday, I might add—I stop short. My bedroom door is cracked open. Weird. I know I shut it because I didn’t want Anarchy and Chaos to get stuck in there.

I approach with caution. Practical jokes are something none of my crew are above pulling. I slide against the wall next to the door jamb and stop for a second. I listen for any noises that are unusual. After a few seconds when I hear nothing, I poke at the door, inching it open. When nothing comes crashing down, I scoff at my own paranoia and walk right into my room. I toss my half empty water bottle on the bed and toe off my boots. I stop dead when a throat clears behind me. Standing rigid, I slowly turn my head to look over my shoulder.

A willowy elven maid who should be gracing the cover of a magazine with her angled cheek bones, her ice-blue-toned eyes, and perfect posture is standing there with a tray in her hands. I turn to face her fully. It’s actually a tea tray. Like with a pot and a little saucer and some pastries. Smiling at her, I open my mouth to say something because the silence at this point is awkward, but she beats me to the punch.

“Lady Ever, my name is Arradel, at your service. Merelda thought you might want some afternoon tea and asked that I bring this up to you.” She bows slightly and stays leaning over.

As I watch, fascinated that she can balance the tray like that, she makes eye contact with me and grimaces.

“Oh, shit! Right…uh…you may rise?” I’m not sure on protocol with this stuff. Technically, her blood is purer than mine, so this must really be chaffing for her to serve a leath cine.

At the nod of her head, I take it I was close enough to what I was supposed to say for her to unclench a bit.

“Listen,” I say, trying to formulate a way to tell her not to bow to me without sounding like an uncivilized brute. “The whole bowing thing is not really necessary with me. So you know, just…uh…don’t. ’Kay?” I end my stumbling statement with a wave of my hand.

At her look of horror, I try to back track. “I mean no offense, but I’m no one important. I won’t be insulted if you don’t bow, so you don’t have to with me or my crew, okay?”

As she turns slightly less red with my clarification, I unzip my hoodie and toss that onto the bed so I can keep it with me for later. Arradel is still standing there, so I step toward her. My sock-covered feet sink into the plush rug, and I reach for the tray.

“Here, I can take that so you aren’t stuck holding it.”

She shakes her head adamantly. Her frost-colored hair creates a sleek wave behind her, and I step back. Goddess, I’m hopeless at this conduct shit.

“Well, how about you just put it right over there on the table? I don’t want to hold you up. I’m sure you have something else you need to do than listen to me make a mess of protocol.” I smile and then realize I just told a maid she has other things to do. Which sounds so freakin’ rude. I frown. “I mean, not that you have things to do because you’re a maid. Just that, you know, I’m pretty boring, and I’m sure you’d rather be doing something less…painful. I’m just gonna stop talking now.” I duck my head in shame. Open mouth insert foot. Where is Doyle when I need him?

Instead of flouncing away like I expected her to at my horrible manners, she giggles. “Would you like to try your tea before I take my leave, my lady?”

Before I take my leave, I mock in my head. How come I can’t sound sophisticated like that?

I wave a hand. “Oh, I’m sure it will be just fi—”

“I insist, my lady.”

Since she put down her tray, she has been feverishly running her fingers over a large leaf pendant at her neck. The skin below it looks raw from her ministrations.

“Are you okay, Arradel? Your neck is red beneath that necklace. Are you sure there is no iron in it?”

She laughs and her eyes widen. She still hasn’t stopped stroking the pendant. “Oh, this old thing. It is from the Light Elven Kingdom. It brings me comfort.” Her tone’s not as nonchalant as she probably wants it to be.

Instead of saying what I wanted to like, okay, it’s your skin that is going to peel off, I manage something civil-sounding. “It’s lovely. I will try my tea just as soon as I am done with my shower. I need to clean up. I’m covered in dirt from sparring.” I walk toward the bathroom. “I’ll make sure that Merelda knows you brought the tea, and I’m sure I’ll love it!”

Stepping quickly toward me, she grabs my hand. “I insist you try it.” A bit of an edge creeps into her tone.

I break her hold on my wrist and attempt to stay calm. “Listen, I am not all up on protocol with the full-blooded Fae here, but last I checked, you don’t grab someone. No harm, no foul this time, but I’m going to shower and then I’ll check out the tea. Okay?”

She sets her jaw and I almost groan.

“You know what? I will try it.” I walk briskly over to the table with the elegant tea tray set atop it. I grab the kettle and pour some of the dark liquid into the tea cup. Adding a sugar and some cream I take a sip and make a delighted sound. I pretend to take another sip. “Mmm, so good. Thank you so much! I’m going to take this cup into the shower with me!”

Gag me. Not. That little cup is going to sit on the counter untouched and I’m going to enjoy dual shower heads. Uninterrupted this time.

“I’m so glad you enjoy it, my lady,” she answers sweetly. She folds her hands in front her as she shifts from side to side. Instead of taking her leave as I had hoped, she stays where she is, a creepy smile forming on her lips.

I feel a bit dizzy while I stand there, so I grab a scone and shove half of it into my mouth. Chewing fast, I’m trying to stave off a belly ache from not refueling right after I sparred. I step away from the table and grab my head in my hands. “Whoa, I feel wicked dizzy.” I look to her to help me. She has one hand on her leaf pendant, but the other is now covering her mouth as she giggles, her shoulders wriggling.

“What was in that tea?” I try to shout at her and fail. My vision goes in and out of focus, and cramps assault my stomach.

She slides closer. “Just a little something to make you more compliant.”

“Compliant? Are you on elf crack or something? Why would you put something in my tea?” I pull the chair out from the table out and let my knees give out, falling back into the chair.

She smiles wide, and I get the feeling her response is really going to irk me.

She furiously rubs at her pendant. “I’m to get you to my love. And in return I can finally return home.” Sighing, she tilts her head upward, her eyes closing for a moment.

“Home? Your love? Who—what now?” If this crazy bitch made any sense, I wouldn’t be asking questions like I was a half-wit.

“Home to the Light Elven Kingdom, of course. But you are coming with me. You see, the plan was quite brilliant. I had access to you, and Cashel needs you to secure his reign.” She smiles wide.

“Cashel? As in Cashel Finarben? You’re joking.” It’s getting hard to keep my head up now, but I give her the best droll look I can muster. That tea is making my arms feel as if they are made of jelly but weigh ten tons each. Shifting one over toward the scone, I can’t even bring it to my mouth. Probably a good thing since it could be full of whatever the hell she gave me.

“No, I assure you. Cashel will marry you as he intends, and I will be made his official court máistreás in exchange for getting you to him.” Still stroking her pendant like a mad woman, she continues her delusional speech. “I will return to my beloved home, all of my transgressions forgiven, and of course I will take which ever name Cashel graces me with. And I will serve him as is my right—”

“Ever, I’m jumping in the shower, and then we can meet downstairs,” Eryn shouts from down the hall, excitement coloring her tone.

Arradel’s blissful expression turns to one of ugly rage. Her mouth twists downward and her eyes narrow. “Answer her. And don’t think about trying anything funny. I have your entire little entourage’s rooms wired to blow with the click of this button right here.” She removes her other hand from her back, holding a black remote complete with a few red buttons.

Jesus, this bitch right here. Never again was I taking tea from anyone. “All right, let’s not make any hasty moves.” I raise my voice and respond to Eryn. “Sounds good, Eryn. Twenty minutes good enough?”

“Yeah, that will work!”

At the sound of her retreating footsteps, I heave a sigh of relief. She’s safe. Eryn is safe. If I do what this crazy elf wants, I can keep them all safe. My top priority has always been my crew, and she obviously knows that. Someone had to have given her the information to get to us. But who?

Turning back to me, she gives me a smile, calm now that she got her way. “Where was I? Oh, yes. Cashel and I will of course produce heirs, and you will be placed aside, Queen only in name.”

“Queen?” I say with a frown. “Honey, I don’t know what he told you about me, but I’m leath cine. The day the Light Elves accept me into their Kingdom, let alone as a monarch of said Kingdom, will be the day I’m dead.”

“Cashel will work it all out.” She waves her hand, assured in her delusions where she’s Queen of Crazyland.

“Mmhmm, if you say so.”

Nostrils flaring, her teeth bared, I worry I may have overstepped. “Don’t presume to think you could understand the inner workings of the Light Elven Kingdom, half-breed.” She curls her lip and sneers.

I can barely keep my head up to meet her eyes, but I hope that if I keep her talking, Eryn or someone will come check on me when I don’t come down to meet her in twenty minutes. Slumping back into my chair, I keep my head up and my eyes locked on her. She giggles manically. The sound grates against my ears like nails on a chalkboard.

“Was-so, fun-ny?” I slur and keep one eye on her. At the sound of another knock on my door, I look from her to my door.

“Ev? Are you napping?” Doyle yells through the door, knocking again and saying my name in a sing song way. When I don’t answer right away he asks again, concern now weaving its way into his tone. “Ev, you okay?”

Suddenly the maid is next to me, hissing instructions in my ear, poison dripping from her tone. “Tell him you are fine and you will see him soon. Do it!”

“I-I’m fine, D,” I get out before my tongue starts to feel numb. “Soon.” I collapse against Arradel. Or as I have now dubbed her, the maid bitch from hell.

“Okay, I’ll let Eryn know you will be down soon. You coming down for lunch?”

At his second question, Arradel huffs. “Get rid of him. Or I blow one of your friends to pieces courtesy of the explosives Kirin was nice enough to bring into the compound with him. Remind me to thank him later if he is still breathing,” she adds, finger to her chin.

“Yeah,” I get out, barely able to form my mouth around the syllable. Taking my confirmation at face value, I hear him make his way back down the hall.

I just had to take the room at the end of the hall, out of the way of everything. I mentally chastise myself. I should have known something like this would happen. How does that Irish saying go? If we didn’t have bad luck, we wouldn’t have any luck at all or some shit like that. Clearly I’m not in my right mind, but the good news is, she didn’t give me enough of that drug to knock me out, only keep me impaired. So impaired that I can’t hold my head up, but at least I can listen to her crazy babbling and think of a way to get out of this mess.

After a few minutes of her flitting about the room and talking mostly to herself, she snaps to attention. “Time for us to head to your final destination, half breed.” She sneers and wrinkles her nose. Approaching me, she lays a hand on my forearm and my vision goes black.


CHAPTER


TEN

I wake with a start and blink a few times. I’m surrounded by bright green rolling hills. The change of scenery sends a pulse of adrenaline through my body. Before I can look around to see where we might be, Arradel drops my limp form like a sack of potatoes to the ground. The dirt and grass beneath my fingers is soft and a bit moist. The air smells sweet like wild flowers and freshly cut grass. The high grass swaying with the wind is serving as a cover for the small door set in the back of one of the hills.

A fairy mound. Great. No telling where this leads to. Fairy mounds are tricky that way. Hopefully she has enough wits about her to get us through to our destination in one piece. I sit there, swaying side to side with the effort of holding my upper body up. Arradel paces a tight circle. Again she feverishly rubs the necklace around her neck. Round and round she goes, arguing with herself and casting forlorn looks at the door.

She stomps her feet like a toddler having a tantrum and screeches. A lanky elf appears a few feet from her, and she lowers her hands. His hair is the color of golden honey and his skin shimmers green under the sunlight. He must be royal. This is either my insane cousin Cashel or one of his lackeys come to assist in this asinine plane of his. Judging by the delighted smile on Arradel’s stupid face, I’d bet money this is Cashel and not one of his goons.

She trips over herself to get closer to him and whispers his name reverently. “Cashel, my love, look who I have brought for you.” She points towards me.

I sit on the moist grass, still unable to control my own movements. He smiles saccharine sweet, and I know that Arradel has been duped. He has something in store for her, she just doesn’t know it.

Great. Just lovely.

“Ah, my fair cousin, I don’t believe we have been properly introduced,” he says in a formal tone.

Like this is a freaking festival at court and the entire Kingdom is watching. Lunatic.

“I am your intended, Cashel Finarben, of the house McElva.”

Well, no shit, Sherlock. What am I supposed to say to that? Oh, I thought you were another Cashel Finarben who also happens to be my cousin? I try as hard as I can to muster a chilling glance, but due to the lack of reaction from him, I doubt I have any luck doing so.

“My cousin, you are indeed more beautiful than I was expecting from a leath cine. Certainly no deformities that I can see.” He walks in a circle around me while he talks. “Although I will require further inspection to ensure that you are able to bear heirs for me once I take the throne.”

Take the throne? Bear heirs? Oh, man, this guy takes the cake. He thinks he’s going to take the throne from our Uncle Caddox. Newsflash, bro, but there are about six people in front of you for the throne, including my mother and your own parents. At that thought, the full realization of his plan strikes me. He intends to assassinate most of the royal family. All so he can take the crown without objection. He’s stark raving mad—like should be in a strait jacket in a padded room mad.

But what on earth do I have to do with this plan? Surely those pompous assholes would have an issue with a Queen who just happens to be forbidden from stepping foot inside the Light Elven Kingdom. If he’s planning to take out everyone that opposes his actions or words, he’s in for one hell of a fight. Fae are notorious for disliking change, and a change like this isn’t going to go over well. The sound of the maid’s whiney voice interrupts my thoughts, but what she says quickly captures my attention.

“Cashel, I have earned my place back in the Kingdom, yes?” Her tone is so high pitched it could make a pixies’ ears bleed.

Cashel levels her with a glare. “All in good time.”

“But you promised—”

“I know what I said Arradel.” He turns his attention from my prone form to hers. “Your reward will come in due time.”

She stands there looking adoringly at him as she continues to rub her necklace.

“But for now we must get her into my chambers and settled. I’ve got everything prepared for her arrival, and I am ready to set our plan into motion.”

“Right, of course. Silly me, I forgot about her in all the excitement.” She waves a hand and smiles wide.

“Well, what are you waiting for? Get her, and let’s go. Certainly you didn’t think I would be picking her up.”

“N-No, my love. Right away.”

She gets closer and closer to me, and I try with all my might to move. If I can flick a finger at her, I can make an illusion appear to distract her. But luck isn’t on my side, and I’m still unable to even wiggle my toes, let alone a finger. If I wan’t about to be fed to the wolves, I’d admire her for the use of whatever mixture she put into my drink and its ability to completely incapacitate. I might even ask her how to make it or what it is. But seeing as I’m headed into unknown territory where I’m persona non grata with my delusional cousin and his equally delusional assistant here, I’ll have to refrain.

Smiling as she approaches me, Arradel grabs my wrist roughly and hoists me up. I can’t move, but I can still feel pain. I gasp as she wrenches my arm and drags me behind her like a bag of trash. Stupid Fae and their strength. Each rock and rut in the ground shoots agony to my shoulders like they are being beaten with a sledge hammer.

“Easy with her, Arradel!” Cashel roars. “She is more breakable than we are!”

“I forgot, Cashel.” She looks down and hunches her shoulders. “I’m so sorry, please forgive me.” She looks up at him, and her lower lip trembles.

She apologizes constantly. Grow a backbone, for the love of the goddess!

Grunting and waving her forward, he stalks toward the beat-up-looking door. It’s covered in deep green moss and built into the hillside. Cashel mutters a few words in the ancient language of the Fae. He circles his hand, and a sigil appears. Locks tumble and a latch clicks before the door pops open. Cashel steps into the fairy mound and motions Arradel through. Arradel drags me behind her through the door. She only stops long enough to lift me over the thresh hold of the door before she promptly drops me me. I land hard on my side and the air whooshes out of me.

Stupid bitch maid. I’m going to be covered in bruises when this is all over.

She’ll get hers for turning me over to Cashel. I’ll make sure I get my licks in before she’s handed over to the goblins she betrayed. They aren’t known for keeping prisoners.

Once we are all through the door into the Light Elven Kingdom, Cashel reaches past Arradel and swirls his hand, muttering in that language again, until the click of the latch signals the sealing of the door. He turns back, and our glances met. I give him as much of a cold stare as I can muster considering I can’t move.

“Ah, my love, you look so beautiful lying this way, waiting for me. I do hope you will look as beautiful underneath me once we are wed,” Cashel caresses my hair.

A chill sweeps through me, and I hold back a gag at his touch. My vision starts to go black again from the drugs and my rough treatment. Before I fade out, I have one final thought.

No way in hell will I ever lie under this creep. I’d rather die first.


CHAPTER


ELEVEN

My limbs and my body feel weightless, as if I’m floating on a cloud. I wake up slowly and keep my eyes shut. Muscle by muscle, I take stock of my body. I don’t feel super fuzzy anymore, but that could just be because I took a nap—and by nap I mean that stupid maid whacked my head off of a rock one too many times and I was finally unable to stay awake any longer. Rude cow. I keep my eyes closed. I hear nothing but the sound of my own breathing and running water. I squint open one eye and take in my surroundings. I’m in the middle of a bedroom, and judging by the wardrobes across the room, the jewels and opulent furnishings, a royal bedroom. Cashel’s chambers.

Shit. Not good. The clock on the wall reads ten. But is it p.m. or a.m.? How long was I sleeping?

Leaning up on my elbows, I see a waterfall with water pooling at the bottom. Steam rises from it. Only in Faerie could there be a waterfall in the middle of someone’s bedroom. Only in Faerie.

I try to sit up fully but drop back on my hands as a wave of dizziness hits me. Massaging one temple, I balance my weight on my other hand and try to wiggle my toes. They move. Yes! My legs work now. That’s a definite check in the positive column. I bring my feet together and pull them toward me, my knees bowing out to the sides. I lower my torso over my calves and take a deep breath. Stretching out, I take stock of what is simply sore and what I might need to baby for a few days.

My head feels like thousands of pixies are dancing behind my skull, but my legs seem to be working fine. The arm that she used to drag me here feels like the muscles are on fire in my shoulder. My wrist and forearm seem to be just be bruised with her handprints.

Now that the nausea has passed, I spring from the bed, determined to find a weapon so I can make my escape from crazy town sooner rather than later.

I find some food stashed away, hope it’s not full of more drugs, and stuff my face. I snag a small handful of metal shards a few inches long on the ground near the tub. Interesting place for metal shards, but who am I to judge? I rip a piece of the sheet and tie the metal shards together into a sharp point. Not the best weapon in the world, but it will do in a pinch. I tuck it into my boot and continue my inspection of my would-be jail cell. I walk around the room. Ten paces from the bed, a low rock fixture about knee high keeps a pool of water at bay. A wardrobe with sharp corners is three steps from it. Two more steps, and a leather footstool leads into the sitting area. If it should come down to fighting my way out, I’ll be able to do so even if I’m impaired.

How long have I been stuck in here? If I’ve been here longer than a few hours my crew probably knows I’m gone and are trying to figure out how to look for me.

I stay tense while I explore, so I’m not surprised when the sound of voices gets louder as someone approaches the chamber I’m in. I get back on the bed and lie still. The best way to get out of here will be to make my escape with as little resistance as possible. That includes the least amount of people in my way. I slow my breathing, still my eyes behind my closed lids, and wait. When the hinges on the heavy oak door creak, I know it’s game time.

“See, I told you she would still be asleep. I put the maximum amount of the potion that I could without killing her into her tea,” Arradel whispers.

“She is the future Queen of the Light Elves. I must ensure her well-being, Arradel.” Cashel’s words are kind, but his tone is not.

“I want to talk about us now, Cashel. You promised if I got her to you I would no longer be exiled from the Light Elven Kingdom. That all of my indiscretions would be forgiven.”

The tinkling of metal against metal chimes softly. Must be that necklace of hers again.

“I am also ready to be your official máistreás, Cashel. I have not forgotten.” Her voice wavers slightly.

“Ah, yes, my máistreás,” Cashel says. His words send shivers down my spine.

Something is off in the timbre of his voice. Footsteps approach the bed, and I keep a mental rein on my body—slow and steady breathing, eyes not darting their way when they talk, no reaction or facial expressions no matter what is said.

“She is breathtaking in my bed, is she not?” Cashel asks.

“I am so sick of talking about her. What about me, Cashel?” Arradel cries. “I am to be your máistreás for serving my King so well, and you should only be begetting heirs from her if you can stand being with a leath cine. But it is I you are supposed to love. Not her.”

At the sound of a shoe hitting floor, I remind myself not to react. What a brat. I think she just stomped her foot like a four-year-old having a tantrum.

Slap!

Fear crawls up my throat and I try to swallow with as little movement as possible.

“You stupid lowly bitch!” Cashel yells.

What a douche. I can’t say this bitch doesn’t deserve to be slapped and more, but not by someone who is supposed to be her lover. This shit better not turn into foreplay. Blech.

“How many times must I tell you not to call her a leath cine before you learn your lesson? She is full-blooded Fae. Half elf and hal—Never mind the other half, but she is full-blooded.”

Interesting. I figured he would tell her everything. Either that or he isn’t willing to say it within the walls of the castle. It’s widely thought that everything in Faerie is alive, including the walls of the castles.

“Cashel!” She gasps. “But you said—”

“Yes, I know what I said.”

“Then why would you strike me? I am to be your máistreás. Your confidant. I want nothing but to please you, my love.”

Goddess, she sounds so needy and pitiful. Grow a back bone woman!

“It would please me if you would just be quiet!” Cashel shouts, his voice sounding unsteady.

“But—”

At the heavy sound of fist meeting flesh, I can’t help but crack an eye open.

Cashel strikes Arradel in the face, and blood comes flying out of her mouth in an arc of bright red. Throwing an arm up to defend herself, Arradel stops pleading with Cashel, and proceeds to try and block as many blows as she can. Cashel keeps striking her face, even after she falls to the ground, weeping and begging for him to stop. Hit. Punch. Hit. Punch. He lands blow after blow on her face and body. Her face is no longer striking slopes of cheekbones and nose but a bloody mess, swollen beyond recognition. She continues to whimper beneath him, and he never once glances my way. For that I’m thankful, because I’d never get out alive if he thinks I’m awake or saw any of this.

He gives her one last punch to her eye, and she moans but stays down and quiet. Unmoving. I close my eyes and steady my breathing as I hear him moving about the room. Water splashes, and it takes all of my might to keep my eyes shut. After all, curiosity killed the cat, and I’m not a dumb kitty. Pretty sure I don’t have nine lives either.

After more splashing, the door slams shut again, and heavy footsteps grow fainter. I blink one eye open and scan the room. Arradel is still lying helpless on the floor, and a pool of blood is slowly forming near her head.

I have to make a decision. Finish her off and be done with this backstabbing bitch and get the hell out of here, or be the bigger person and let karma take care of her once she heals. Fuck me and my need to save everyone. She’s only going to slow me down, but my decision is already made.

I slide off the bed before I cross the room to her side and kneel by her head. I check for a pulse and feel a faint quiver beneath her bruised skin. I breathe a sigh of relief. Dead weight is a pain in the ass to move, no matter how small someone is. I nudge her and the eye that isn’t swollen shut flutters open a bit. Her gaze latches onto mine. The part of her eye that should be white is now solid red, but she can see me. Her mouth tries to form a word, but I can’t make out what she’s saying.

“It’s your lucky day, doll, because I’m still alive and feeling generous. We’re going to get you out of here. All you have to do is lead the way.” I breathe the words close to her ear, not sure if there are guards outside the door. She moves her head the tiniest bit, and I set to bandaging what I can of her face and her arms. Don’t need her leaving a trail of blood behind us.

“G-Guards” she wheezes out between labored breaths.

“How many?”

“T-T…”

“Two?”

She tilts her head slightly. No biggie. I can handle two guards. The key will be to surprise them and keep them quiet while taking them down. “Any chance you keep any poisons on you there, potions master?”

Even with one eye swollen shut, Arradel glares at me. Not a fan of the potions master comment then. Whatever. I’m not a fan of being drugged and kidnapped, but here we are and here I am saving her ass none the less. Ungrateful hag.

I weigh my options of how to handle the two brutes on the other side of the solid wooden door. I smile as a plan begins to form. Time to see just what the limits of my abilities are now that I’ve tapped into them thanks to my bloody handshake with Dare.

Breathing in deep, I calm my mind and find the well of energy that flows within me like a rushing forest stream. I bring forth an image of Arradel opening the door from the inside, and I imagine pushing the vision from my mind, through the stone wall, and into the guards’ minds. All the while I’m praying no one has told Cashel what my abilities are, although I don’t think he’s smart enough to post guards who are resistant to abilities of the mind. More likely they have strong fighting skills. I hope at least that part of my rep precedes me.

After a few seconds, I creep closer to the door and press my ear against the wood near the latch. Locked from the inside. What an idiot. I’m actually hoping the guards will be a challenge. Otherwise I’m going to be offended at the complete underestimation of my skills.

Nothing but the thrum of steady heartbeats sounds, and I unlatch the door with care. I pause for a few second and listen for any shuffling of feet or the brush of fabric. Nothing. I yank the heavy door open and pray surprise is on my side.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!”

Both guards are huge and have arms like tree trunks. Too bad they’re slumped on the floor, heads together, wrists secured with iron cuffs, and one is snoring softly. Unbelievable! There is no way my vision was enough to knock them out. And where the iron cuffs came from I have no idea. Obviously someone other than Cashel knows I’m here and is willing to risk his ass to get me out of here before Cashel can force me into anything we’ll both regret.

In a flash, I grab a few knives from the larger of the guards’ belt. I stash one in my boot, the other in the waistband of my pants, and I turn. Arradel is collapsed on the floor just inside the threshold of Cashel’s chambers.

Great. Just great! She can’t keep herself up. I approach her. I stay tense and fully alert, ready for a sneak attack from this little snake. I grasp her under her arms and hoist her up. I sling one arm over my shoulders and wait for her to gain a semblance of balance before we start our trek out of this hell hole.

I whisper nonsense in Arradel’s ear to keep her awake long enough to lead us out of here. I’ve never before been in Faerie and have only heard stories of how the passages change. It’s rumored that unless you know how to manipulate your way through them, you can get lost easily.

“Oy, which way?” I ask, nudging her with my hip.

She points to my right and mumbles something under her breath. I steer us right and continue half-walking, half-dragging her along with me. Three cobblestoned archways stand directly in front of us. Each has a marking above it. What is this, a house of freaking horrors? Behind door number one is my death, door two my salvation, and door three my soul mate?

“Hey, which one?” I squeeze Arradel’s shoulder to get her attention.

Arradel raises her head and nods her head toward the one in the middle. Of course it’s the one with the marking that looks like a terrifying creature. I had better not have to fight some dragon to get out of this mess. I’ll feed her to the scaly bastard if that’s the case. I stumble down the dark and damp hall with her weighing me down, bouncing off of walls left and right every time she starts to lose her footing. I’m hoping we only have a few more turns to go before we’re out of the realm and safely back to where I’m in charge.

After two further stops and descending a steep staircase where I considered just letting her tumble down first so I wouldn’t tumble down myself, we’re finally at a door similar to the one we entered through. My chances of escaping without a scratch are dwindling by the second.

I prop Arradel against the wall beside the door and try to open the latch, but it’s shut tight—like magically sealed, air tight. Fuck. I survey Arradel, with her head lolling to the side, barely conscious, and barely able to stand. I have little confidence that she’ll be able to remember the enchantment Cashel spoke, let alone be able to cast it.

I walk up and square my shoulders. I bend my head to meet her eye that isn’t swollen shut. “We need to get out of here, but the door is sealed. Any ideas on how to open it?”

“Cantation,” she slurs and lists forward.

“I don’t know the incantation, do you?”

“C-Cashel t-told me,” she hisses through a clenched jaw.

“Super, want to share with the class?” I’m losing patience with her inability to form a coherent sentence or a coherent thought. One minute longer is too long in this place.

“Front of door.” She points a finger to herself and then the door.

Okay, get her in front of the door. That I can do if she has the juice to get this door open and our asses to safety. I loop her arm around my shoulders once again and maneuver us in front of the door. I adjust her weight and keep her upright. After about twenty seconds of just standing there with no movement from her, I check to make sure she hasn’t passed out on me.

“Sometime today would be good.” I shrug a shoulder and adjust my grip on her. She’s heavier than she looks.

She sighs deeply. She’s probably regretting kidnapping me in the first place. I’m possibly the worst kidnapee ever, but it’s not exactly something I would add to my resume of skills.

Still nothing, even after her sigh. I’m ready to just let her drop where she stands and start hacking at the door to open it with brute strength. The force of her entire body shaking as though she’s having a seizure makes me lock my arms around her to keep her upright and stable. A latch clicks open, and beams of early morning sunlight stream through the small square where the door once was. A weight lifts from my chest and my eyes sting. Freedom. Arradel moans, and I refocus. What day is it? I make sure my grip on her is still solid and I start us forward at a hurried pace.

I take a breath of fresh air that tastes like honeysuckle and smells like fresh laundry and thank the Goddess I made it out. Only a few bad memories and lost time as a token of the trip. A low sound of pain comes from Arradel, and I look down. She’s still just inside the door. I grab hold of her waist and hoist her over the threshold.

“Where are we?” I hope my tone will keep her alert for a few seconds more.

“Nash-Nashvi…”

“Nashville?” I pray its Nashville, Indiana and not Nashville, Tennessee. “Indiana?”

She nods, and I heave a sigh of relief. Only about an hour away from Indy then. That’s manageable. I just have to get us to the nearest business or house and borrow a phone. I have a long walk ahead of me, especially lugging her dead weight with me, so I start off toward what I hope is the road.

Twenty minutes later, after stumbling through the fields of knee high grass, I stop us in front of a large rock. I prop her against it and debate whether I should leave her here and come back for her. If I leave her here by herself, she could be at risk if Cashel catches up with us once he realizes I’m no longer in his chambers and Arradel is nowhere to be found. We could both end up dead if she slows me down anymore, though. I need to know what she knows about Cashel’s plans for me and for the Light Elven Kingdom. I decide to keep her with me, because no one deserves to die at the hands of that psycho. I turn from pacing in front of the boulder she’s slouched against and stop short.

A group of large Fae are headed our way. I know they’re Fae immediately based on their sheer size alone, but what I don’t know is if they are friend or foe. Our best defense will be a good offense, so I prepare to hit them all with an illusion long enough for us to skirt past them. I gather Arradel to me and I continue to focus on the illusion I’m painting in my mind. My skin tingles and a humming sound fills my ears. I want them to look at us and see only grass and the scenery behind us. Not as easy as it sounds. Making people see objects, that’s easy. Making them see a field full of long grass swaying with the breeze, getting the hills and the colors just right, is trickier. If these Fae are familiar with the territory, one small detail out of place could tip them off and my illusion will shatter. Arradel takes slow and steady steps. The Fae are approaching us at a faster clip than we are capable of, each step we take matched by five of theirs. They are going to walk right past us in a matter of seconds, so I stop our progress and opt to focus my energy entirely on the landscape around us—what I want them to see rather than the two of us struggling to escape Cashel’s clutches.

“She’s here. I’m telling you. I’m not wrong.” One of the men in the group gestures around and huffs.

Shit. He can only mean me. How has Cashel noticed we’re missing so soon? I made sure to put pillows under the blankets on the bed. Ensured the door was closed and that there wasn’t any trace of blood behind us as we made our way to the door.

“You had better be right, or I will skewer you on a pike and place you at the front of the gates,” another of the men promises in a familiar tone.

Still a bit too far away for me to make out their features, I keep hold of Arradel and wait until they are practically on top of us.

I toss away the illusion I weaved around us and wave my arms in the air. “Over here! I’m over here!”

All at once, six heads snap in my direction. Varying looks of shock appear on their faces and I can’t contain an insane sounding giggle. Shit, I’m ready to fall over from exhaustion and relief.

The first to storm toward me is Dare, followed closely by Doyle and the rest of my crew. Dax and Dagan bring up the rear.

“How?” Dare barks the question at me.

His mouth is set in a firm line, his legs braced widely, and his arms crossed over his wide chest. But his eyes are soft. He rakes his gaze over every inch of me, and warmth spreads through my chest.

“They underestimated me.” I look up at him and relief spreads through me.

Dare grunts, and Doyle pushes past him. He barrels into me and sweeps me up in a hug. Even through his constricting grip, I can breathe easier. I’m safe. I watch over Doyle’s shoulder as Dagan grips Arradel’s arm, keeping her upright none too gently.

“I’m okay,” I whisper to Doyle.

Kirin and Axel huddle around me like big momma bears. Eryn appraises me with her shrewd gaze. She tilts her head slightly, and everyone sighs.

I step out of Doyle’s arms and turn to face the three goblins. Each wears a grim expression, their bodies humming with restless energy. They are probably ready to pepper me with a million questions.

“Not here,” I say before they can start the interrogation. “You’re going to want her with us. She was working with Cashel, and she is the one who brought me to him.”

Dare opens his mouth.

I raise a hand. “Not now. Let’s get out of here, and we can discuss it somewhere more private and a lot more secure.”

Dare nods and turns, striding back in the direction from which they came. His quick departure sends a pain through my chest, but I ignore it.

I look to Kirin. “This your handiwork, Kirin?”

“Yeah, Ev. I was able to track her to this area, but where exactly you were, was up in the air.” He hangs his head, hunching his shoulders slightly.

I put my hand on his upper arm. “I was in the Light Elven Kingdom. You couldn’t have tracked me since you have never been there.” I shrug.

Kirin shrugs one shoulder, his expression unchanging. He can come to his own conclusions. He’ll realize it isn’t his fault that they didn’t pop into the Light Elven Kingdom in the middle of Cashel’s quarters. I’m certainly not going to mention the C-4 that Arradel used against me to ensure the safety of my crew. Some things are better left unsaid.


CHAPTER


TWELVE

The journey back to where they’d first appeared in the field isn’t that far, but with Arradel dragging us down, it takes us twice as long to get there. I’ve yet to answer the three very frustrated goblin’s questions about what part Arradel took in this whole cluster fuck of a situation. All I can focus on is putting one heavy foot in front of the other and sorting through the rush of feelings flooding me at being freed from Cashel’s clutches. Their loathsome looks only add to the pounding in my head. I can barely muster a glare back each time their scowls fall upon me.

Up ahead, my crew is circled up and talking amongst themselves. A hush quickly falls upon the group at my approach.

“What’s with the silence as soon as I appear?” I quirk a brow at their reactions of feigned innocence. They aren’t fooling me. “Guys, seriously, what’s up?”

Kirin cracks first, his sentence so rushed and jumbled together I have to take a minute to process it. “They are taking us into the Goblin Kingdom immediately, and we told them you wouldn’t be happy, but they insist.” He takes a huge breath and looks at me with trepidation. Probably expecting an outraged outburst from me.

“Okay, sounds good,” I shrug. I’ve wasted enough time at their compound or manor or whatever it’s called. I’ve just lost another day in Faerie with the way time works there, too. I’m ready to get somewhere I can relax, and more importantly, get some answers.

“Sounds good?” Doyle casts a side long glance at Eryn.

“Yeah, sounds good. I don’t see what the big deal is.” I cross my arms over my chest.

“The big deal is that you didn’t want to go into the Goblin Kingdom unless absolutely necessary,” Eryn chimes in. She stares at my forehead like the secrets of the world are hidden under the smooth skin between my eyes.

“Stop that! I didn’t want to go, but in light of the information I found out during my little stint in the Light Elven Kingdom, I’d like to go and see what information we can ferret out.” After all, the more information I can gather about my parentage and what exactly is going on with these new found markings on my arms, the better equipped I’ll be to deal with the coming deluge of issues. Hopefully someone knows what a mark of truth is and how it will affect my abilities.

The tensing of every muscle in my body gives away Dare’s approach before his growly voice can.

“We must talk, little álainn.”

My hackles rise at his order, and I spin to face him. “We can talk when we are all safely inside the Goblin Kingdom.”

He crosses his arms, and a pinched look appears on his face. “I can’t take you into Goblin until I know what happened. I will not put those I have vowed to protect in unnecessary danger.”

I know I have to give him something—something serious enough to warrant our immediate entrance into Goblin, but evasive enough that we can finish the conversation in the safety behind the Goblin Kingdom’s walls.

Heaving a sigh, I wave an arm towards Arradel. “Your maid there was bought off by Cashel.” I watch as his face contorts with rage and disgust. “He promised she would be his máistreás and her past indiscretions absolved if she helped get me to him.” I finish with a wary glance at Dagan and Dax, both standing shoulder to shoulder behind Dare now. Both with equal narrowed eyes and curled lips directed towards Arradel who’s now sprawled in the grass a few feet from where we stand.

“Mac soith!” booms Dagan at the same time Dax shouts son of a bitch. Dagan turns and storms over to Arradel.

Crouching down to her level with his lips in a firm line, his eyes tiny slits, Dagan speaks low to Arradel in Gaelic. His words are clipped and harsh sounding. The terror flitting across Arradels face give me some idea as to what he said to her.

Turning to Axel, I whisper under my breath. “Did you catch what he said?” At the shake of his head I try again. “What about mac sloth? What does that mean?”

I frown and his shoulders stop bouncing up and down.

“Mac soith”—he annunciates clearly—“means son of a bitch.”

I nod and turn my attention back to the scene at hand. Dagan is still standing over a cowering Arradel, and Dax and Dare are talking with the rest of my crew. Moving closer, I ask the million-dollar question.

“So what’s next?”

“Next we go to Goblin. And we will deal with her”—Dare sneers—“in a way that is fit for the crime.”

I shrug at the direction his thoughts are presumably going. She had betrayed those who who had given her shelter and a place within their Kingdom after being exiled from the Light Elven courts.

“Well, let’s be done with the traitorous bitch and move on to other things, like who the hell daddy dearest is. I think it’s time we have a little reunion. I’d like an explanation for keeping me in the dark for, oh say, my whole life. And don’t forget this mark of truth shit. I want to know what that’s all about too.”

The quick twitch of Dares lips gives away his amusement, but I don’t care if I’m amusing. I just want to get the show on the road. I’m determined to leave this field of long flowing grass and get my first glimpse of the feared and much talked about Goblin Kingdom.
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The path leading to the door that will allow us entrance into the Goblin Kingdom is full of twisted brambles, thorns, and mud. Not the most welcoming entrance, but hey, I guess if you make it to the door then you are really determined to seek an audience or seek shelter within their walls. We pause at the door. Dare knocks hard enough that I’m sure he’s going to punch a hole through the solid mass of dark wood.

The sound of shuffling feet and grumbles precede the sudden opening of the door. The troll who opens the door is square in shape and covered in hair. He looks like he hasn’t cut any of his hair since he was born, say five centuries ago. One mangled hand holds the door open, the other a cane made from twisting wood covered in vines. His golden eyes gleam with intelligence. Sparing my crew and me only a cursory glance, he focuses his attention on Dare and his brothers.

“Aye, boys, ye’re home at last! An’ a sight fer sore eyes ye be!”

Each of the rough, barbaric, and stone faced goblins I’ve grown used to wears a smile brighter than the sun, and crinkles from laughter form at the corners of their eyes.

“Aye, we’re home, Adhamh,” Dare says, “and we come bearing gifts—”

“Yeah mission accomplished,” Dax says. “I’m hungry, so can we come in or are we standing outside for a reason?”

Reaching behind him, Dare slaps the back of Dax’s head, and we all laugh.

“Patience, boy, I can still whip yer arse if need be.” Adhamh eyes Dax, who now has a pink tinge on his cheeks. “An jus’ who da we have ’ere?” Adhamh looks past Dare to give my crew and me more of an in depth onceover. He quirks a brow, and I bring a hand up to try and smother my laughter.

“This here is Ever McElva and her team consisting of Doyle, Kirin, Axel, and Eryn. Each of them is here under my protection and is not to come to any harm while within the walls of Goblin.” At the trolls’ look of shock, Dare continues, “Feel free to spread that word if you so please. It will make their transition much smoother.”

“Axel, you say?” The troll taps a gnarled finger to his lips.

Axel’s shoulders tense.

The troll continues, “I knew an Axel from the house Cedon. He traveled through this gate many years ago courtesy of his hag of a mother.”

His words prompt a snort from Axel. Each of us spins to face him, mouths hanging open in shock.

“What? He’s right. She is a hag.” His lips twitch into a full smile.

Stepping forward, the troll extends a hand to Axel, shaking it with force and welcoming him back into Goblin. “An fáilte abhaile to you, me boy. ’Tis good to have ye back.”

Axel wears a small smile and drops his head once in thanks. He steps back, leaving the troll to scrutinizing me.

“Ah, cailín álainn. An I welcome ye into Goblin as well. May her beauty leave you breathless, as you have me.”

Again with the álainn. Is that the word of the month in the goblin calendar or something?

Curbing my sarcasm, I smile at the old troll. “Hopefully I will be more enlightened when I leave than I am now.”

The troll tilts his head, and Dare responds before I can open my mouth. Pushy bastard.

“She doesn’t believe she is Tore MacDouglas’s daughter.” He shakes his head.

I place both hands on my hips and meet Dare’s determined stare with one of my own. “Do we need to go over the whole sordid tale again? Right this minute? In case you forgot, I’m injured and would like to sit down. Preferably with a warm cup of tea and in my fuzzy socks!”

Dare’s expression darkens, and a low growl rumbles from his throat.

“Aye, let’s get you settled.” At my wide eyes, Dare leans close to me, his scent enveloping me in a cloud of comfort. “I am not as harsh as you would paint me to be.”

His whispered words in my ear send tingles of warmth through my body.

I can only nod while I wait for him to lead the way through the gate and into the Goblin Kingdom. We each enter single file, the troll standing guard in the doorway. Dare exhales a long sigh at the first view of his home. I step up beside him, and the sight takes my breath away.

There is only one way to describe the Goblin Kingdom—fearsome to behold. The raw beauty of the castle in the distance with its sharp turrets spearing through the orange clouds they rest against seems to go on for miles. The rolling green hills are covered in wild flowers in every color imaginable. The grass sways to an unseen breeze, and the branches of willow trees dance to an unheard song. I remain motionless as I take in the beauty before me. Twin suns rise above the castle and cast it in a golden glow. The well-traveled dirt road beneath our feet leads toward the gates into the castle and the small village that surrounds its walls.

I stand completely tongue tied. All I can do is turn and look at the faces of my crew and watch their reactions to the sights before us. Equal expressions of elation and awe rest on their faces.

“Breath taking isn’t it?” Dax chuckles at my wide eyed nod. “Not what you were expecting, I take it?”

“Not at all what I expected from the Goblin Kingdom.” Heat tickles my cheeks.

Dax shakes his head. “We have really got to update the info MECA gives you guys.”

I nod and step off the worn path onto the grass. My arms hang loosely at my sides, my fingers splayed open, and the tips of the grass tickles my fingertips. I take a moment and let the feeling of familiarity wash over me. My chest expands and I feel airy and light. I feel like I belong here. Like I’m coming home. Nothing at all like the dread I felt when I was being dragged into the Light Elven Kingdom. Even without the kidnapping part.

“Ev! Ever! Earth to Ever!” Doyle yells and snaps me out of my reverie.

“What?”

They aren’t looking at me but around and past me. Slowly, I turn my head to look behind me. I fully expect to see some giant beast ready to eat me for breakfast. The blades of grass around me are all leaning toward me, straining at their roots to reach my hands still down at my sides. I move another step into the field. The blades of grass follow my movements.

Letting the blades of grass continue to slightly tickle my palms, I turn to Dare and his brothers, a question on my lips. “Does it do that for everyone?”

At their simultaneous “No” I worry that I’m upsetting the land or something.

Panic rising, I try to snatch one hand away from the blades of grass threaded through my fingers but the grass holds firm. As in I can’t tear my hand away from some grass.

“Do not fret, Ever. It will only hold you tighter.” Dare speaks calmly, like he’s soothing a wailing child.

Trying to calm my heartbeat, I halt my movements. “How do I make it let me go?”

“Ask it what it wants from you.”

“Oh, ask the grass what it wants. Yeah, that makes perfect sense.” I give my crew a “come get me the hell out of here” look with narrowed eyes. Before they can take more than a few steps, they are blocked by Dax and Dagan.

“The land obviously requires something of you, Ever.” Dare presses his lips together before he glances down at the grass holding me captive.

“What the fuck could it possibly want from me? Did I offend it by stepping on the grass or something? You guys should put up some signs or something if that’s the case!” My voice sounds shrill even to my own ears. “Get me the hell out of here. Now!” My chest itches with panic, and I shuffle my feet.

Dare slowly steps onto the grass. Approaching me, he keeps his hands above the reach of the grass and slowly makes his way toward me. A flicker of unease courses through me at the thought of us both getting stuck out here. I pull at the grass again. Nothing.

Dare reaches me and rests his hands lightly on my arms. His touch calms me slightly, and I shiver. I tilt my chin up and meet his orange and red eyes, the same colors as the sky above us, with determination. Dare slides his fingers down my arms and take my hands in his. The grass only includes him within its grasp instead of letting me go.

“Well, that is the opposite of helpful.” I blow tendrils of hair out of my face. “The goal was to get me out of here, not join me in being enslaved by the grass from hell.”

Dare scowls, and I snap my mouth closed.

“Can you feel it?” he asks.

“Feel what, exactly?”

“The call of the land. She is welcoming you.” His lips part slightly.

“By keeping me captive? How do I get her to let go of this uncomfortable hug of hers?” I feel a sharp prick against the back of my hand. I wince as another blade of grass cuts into my flesh. “Ouch, and now she is slicing me!”

Dare’s lips press into a fine line before his eyes widen and he whispers low. “She requires your blood.”

I have to lean into him to hear him. “My blood? What for?”

“For what purpose, I don’t know. But she requires it from you before she will let you go.” Dare glances away from me quickly.

I look down at my hands. Grass wraps around them like a vise. “Well, take what you need then, I guess.” I stare at the ground.

“Not as eloquent as most, but it should do.” Dare huffs the words.

Shrugging, I wait to see what will happen. I don’t have to wait long. One at a time a few blades of grass slice into my palms, my fingers, and the backs of my hands. Each leaves a thin sliver of blood in their wake. The blades of grass seem to absorb my blood, slowly disengaging from my hands as they take a few droplets. After a few minutes, each blade of grass is no longer holding me captive and I’m free to move once again. A range of emotions flash across Dare’s handsome face—wonder, surprise, and curiosity followed by a determined set of his jaw.

Dare looks down to our entwined fingers. He jerks his hands from mine, and a cold expression settles on his face.

I duck my head and step back, a forced smile twisting my lips. “Can we go now?” I ask impatiently, my hands on my hips to keep them from reaching out to him. No way am I going to let them hang down and touch the grass again, either. Creepy bloodletting aside, I’m all set with plants touching me for a while.

I move quickly out of the field of living grass to join my crew where they stand safely on the beaten path. I refuse to make eye contact with any of them and wave off their concerns with noncommittal answers.

Dare brushes past me, and the shock of his touch sends liquid fire through my veins. He stands in front of everyone and clears his throat.

“A few rules before we enter the gates.” He presses his lips into a thin line, his hands on his hips. We aren’t fond of following rules. “Do not use magic to sift while in the gates unless you have been introduced to all of the guards who are trained to recognize who is coming in and out of Goblin. You are considered guests, not full members of Goblin yet.”

I open my mouth to interrupt him and get a withering glare in return. I snap my mouth shut quickly.

“Do not offer anything to anyone, and do not make any wagers with anyone. You never know if they are a trickster. And lastly, please, for the love of the Goddess, do not fight anyone. No duels. No fighting for sport. Just no fighting. Period.”

He ends with a pointed look to me and my crew to which we all give him our best innocent smiles. Shaking his head at us, he turns leads us towards the main gates.

The closer we get to the main gates, the more the sheer size of the gates astound me. More than five stories tall, the wrought iron bars are covered in moss-colored vines that stop suddenly as they touch the sharp spikes reaching towards the clouds. The dirt path gives way to cobblestones under our feet, the white-veined stones worn smooth over time. Signaling for us to stay back a bit, Dare continues to the small guard post. Its weathered wooden roof tilts at a slope to leave a space for visitors to step out of the elements. The structure abuts to the gates behind it, the roof and building appearing to continue on the other side of the imposing walls.

Dare saunters up to the door and bangs his fist against the gnarled wood three times. The door swings open almost as soon as the third knock sounds, revealing another Fae. Goblin, if I’m not mistaken. His eyes are icy blue and fierce in their appraisal of our group as he makes a full circle before locking with Dare. I wait for a slew of derisive terms to come out of his mouth.

A wide crooked-toothed smile breaks across his hardened face as he throws open his arms. He thrusts them around Dare and lifts him slightly off the ground. Guffaws and cussing ensue, and a tone of sheer happiness creeps into Dare’s deep voice. Jerking my head side to side, I check the expressions of everyone around me. They are all smiling. Is no one else shocked as shit to see Dare not only smiling, but actually happy? It’s like a freakin’ Yule miracle. He’s always scowling when he’s talking to me unless he’s trying to pin me against a hard surface.

I mentally slap myself. No. No thoughts of his broad muscled chest. Or his smooth skin. Or his hands, roughened with callouses from working with so many weapons. None of that. Because it won’t be happening again. It can’t. I’m leath cine, half elf, half human, and any coupling between us is forbidden by my mother’s people. Punishable by a death of the worst kind for all participating parties. I quite like my life, and I’m not completely sold on the notion of being half elf half goblin. As a matter of fact, I don’t even have any traits of other half or full blooded goblins. No extra arms, eyes, or any other body part. None of the usual shimmers. The closest I have ever come to bronze is that one time I got a spray tan in the human realm while shopping in one of their malls. It made me look like a pumpkin sprinkled with green fairy dust.

The heat radiating off of Dare’s powerful body sends shocks of electricity through me as he steps up next to me. A wave of heat arrows straight to my center.

Dare shakes his head and grins. “Meet Anghus, captain of the guards.”

“I thought you were captain of the guards?” I turn my attention to the icy-eyed giant of a man now standing closer to our group than he was last time I laid eyes on him.

“Captain of the Royal Guards, yes. My duty is to the King of Goblin. Anghus’s is to protect the rest of the goblins within these walls.”

I allow my most dangerous smile to slip onto my lips. Anghus shifts and watches me. Extending my hand for him to shake, I wait to see if he’ll pass my first test.

“Hey, what’s up? I’m Ever. Ever Leath.” I make sure to clearly enunciate the leath part.

Not batting an eyelash at the word leath, he slides his giant paw of a hand into mine. He grasps it firmly and gives me a real shake, not one of those flimsy ones usually reserved for court ladies and shit. “Nice to meet ya, Ever.”

I nod with respect for the way he handled, probably, his first meeting with a leath cine. I turn and introduce the rest of my crew. “Here we have Eryn, Axel, Kirin, and last but not least, Doyle.”

He shakes Eryn’s hand and then does the man handshake with a slap to the upper arm with the boys.

“And I’m sure you know these two jokers.” I hook a thumb over my shoulder at Dax and Dagan. I laugh harder at Dax’s snort and Dagan’s severe frown.

“Cousin. Cousin.” Anghus smiles at each of them in turn.

“Wait, wait, wait. You’re cousins?” I look more closely at each of them. I guess they have a sort of resemblance, but not enough that I would have seen it if they hadn’t told me.

Anghus’s ice blue eyes gleam with laughter. “Aye, I carry the unfortunate burden of being related to them.” His upper lip twitches as he tries to conceal his smirk of amusement.

“And what a terrible burden it must be.” I nod sagely.

With a scowl marring his handsome face Dare interrupts Anghus’s next response. “Let’s get on with it then, aye? Into Goblin you go.” He gives me a little push at my shoulder and grunts at the frown I give him.

I take a deep breath and make eye contact with my crew one final time. This is our first trip into a fully Fae stronghold. Axel grew up here, but his memories probably aren’t the best. And my only experience in a fully Fae stronghold involved being kidnapped. Varied looks of determination, encouragement, and a glimmer of excitement mark their faces. I shrug and decide I’ll enter on my own terms. I turn to Dare and smile.

“Let’s fucking do this thing.”


CHAPTER


THIRTEEN

We enter through the massive double doors at the gates and walk through the courtyard. Next we walk up to the stone steps into the castle, and all of the details start to blur together. The multitude of unfamiliar sights and sounds bombard me. Small goblin children are running around a fountain, chasing each other and giggling. Their carefree ways inspire smiles through our entourage of collective warriors.

The children throw themselves at Dax and Dare’s legs clinging as only excited children can, their rapid fire speech a jumble to my ears.

Small round stone buildings with yellow straw weaved together forming roofs clump together here and there, small curls of steam coming from a few of them. Most of them have their doors and shutters thrown wide open, letting the fresh air in.

On other side of the courtyard, a pixyish like girl sits on the ground not far from the edge of the fountain, gazing at the children still swarming the goblins. I slowly approach her, trying to give off my best harmless and friendly vibe. She looks up sharply and her magenta-and-teal-colored eyes lock with mine. She watches me like a hawk until I’m only a few feet from her.

I smile and gesture to the ground next to her. “Can I sit?”

She curls her shoulders forward. “If you want to.”

“What’s your name? Mine’s Ever.” I sit down a few feet from her.

“Arela,” she whispers. She looks over her shoulder.

“How come you aren’t over there with the rest of your friends?” I wave a hand toward them.

“They aren’t my friends.” She stares down at her hands folded in her lap.

“Why not?”

“I’m not like them. I can’t do anything cool, and I’m not strong like they are.”

“That depends on what your definition of cool or strong is.” I lean in a bit like I’m telling her a secret.

“You’re not like the others either. You’re different. Just like me.”

Her words shock me speechless for a few moments. “How am I different?” I ask with trepidation. I look around and make sure no one is in hearing range and ask my next question. “What is it that you do that you think is so uncool?”

“I just know things. All sorts of things. Things I’m not supposed to know. Things people don’t want me to know. But I know. I always know more than they want me to.”

I smile. “You know what I think? I think that’s awesome. I also think you are going to be powerful to behold one day, and an asset to all of Goblin.”

“You didn’t just say that. You meant it.” Her eyes are wide and her mouth is slightly parted.

Confused, I frown.

“You believe I will be of great worth to the Goblin Kingdom. You are speaking the truth as you believe it, not just offering me platitudes.” A sudden smile lights up her face, and my heart soars that I was the one to help put it there.

I remember thinking I was a freak when I was little, even at MECA where the normal was being leath cine, and everyone had some sort of power development happening. As I was unable to see my own illusions at the time, I had no idea what my abilities were or if I even had any. Living in a compound where everyone is considered magically inclined, I often felt as if I didn’t quite belong. It wasn’t until my mentor, Saoirse, noticed me day dreaming in the library one day. Sitting in one of the old and battered brown leather chairs, a book in my lap, Saoirse had asked me what I was thinking about and not thinking, I had told her. I had been imagining what the Light Elven Kingdom looked like. I had seen drawings and sketches, but I yearned to know more about a place I would never be allowed to see, never be allowed to enter. The place where my mother stayed while she left me in the care of MECA. The place where my uncle Caddox lived. He would tell me such outlandish stories when he came to visit me, and each story only fueled my imagination.

Saoirse had asked me to picture the gardens on the grounds of the compound. Curious as to why, I did as she asked and brought forth the image of the willow tree and its sweeping branches. Then the white wooden bench beneath it covered in carvings of those who had sat there in years past. She had gasped and looked around in wonder. From there she took me under her wing, teaching me how to control and manipulate what people were seeing. Teaching me how to envision even the finest details in an illusion. She was the reason I no longer felt useless, or less than others even if they are full Fae and not leath cine.

Being different isn’t something to be afraid of. It’s something to revel in.

The sudden silence around me brings me back to the curious girl in front of me. I peek over my shoulder to see Dare and his brothers staring at me intently. I stick my tongue out at them and scrunch up my face.

Turning back to Arela, I keep my face a minute longer and earn a peel of laughter from her. The sound is musical, like tinkling bells.

The shifting of her eyes and the sudden change in the atmosphere is my only warning that someone is approaching behind me. I’m so caught up in getting to know the little girl in front of me, I hadn’t been paying attention. She stands, hunches in on herself, and lowers her head. I jump up and push her behind me, ready to eliminate whoever would cause such a reaction from her.

A tall goblin stands a few feet away. His hair is a bluish black, the blue appearing only as the rays of sunshine fall upon his head. Two braids ending with metal beads to keep them in place hang at his temples. Each of his muscled arms hold torques with script from the goblin language, if I’m not mistaken. He’s obviously important, but I can’t quite make out his facial features as he talks with Dare. Beside him stands a goblin woman who’s smaller than most, but I don’t let her stature fool me. Her arms are toned and her eyes catch everything around her.

She looks as though she’s headed to a fancy gala, goblin style, in her ruby red glittering gown. Both of her arms hold similar torques to the other goblins’. The only difference is they are smaller and thinner than the ones the man wears. Her long hair looks white until the light hits it. In fact, it’s the palest shade of yellow, hanging pin straight down her back, one braid from the top of her head the only bit of whimsy. Her face is a symmetrical oval, and her aristocratic nose cuts her symmetrical face in half perfectly. It’s her black and grey almond shaped eyes that catch and hold my attention. Her lip curls and betrays her true feelings about our arrival into the Goblin Kingdom.

Doyle’s voice breaks my stare down with her. “Not even here twenty minutes and already we have haters,” he whispers, his broad shoulders tense.

I tilt my head up to meet his eyes and decide to ignore the rude bitch. “Do you know who she is?”

“No. No clue.”

“Keep an eye on her. Subtly.” I stress. “I want to know if it is just us she has an issue with or if it’s everyone. She doesn’t seem to like Arela either.”

I turn to Arela, who is standing a bit behind me. “Hey, you okay?” I ask her.

She flicks her gaze up to meet mine quickly before dropping it again. I give her my full attention before making the introductions between her and Doyle. Almost immediately, she seems to relax after shaking Doyle’s hand. I give him a pointed look, and understanding lights his eyes.

“Any idea who those two are?” I ask without any preliminaries as soon as the rest of the crew reaches us.

Eryn shakes her head and Kirin raises one brow. Axel is the only one to respond verbally with a simple yes.

When he doesn’t immediately elaborate on his answer, I bombard with questions. “Who are they? Names? Rank? Haters of all things leath cine? Horrible people? Good people? What?”

He folds his arms across his chest and waits for me to settle my ass down. I snap my mouth shut and raise my eyebrow expectantly.

“They are the King and Queen.”

I drop my jaw. They don’t look like any King and Queen I have ever seen or heard of before. First off, where are their crowns? Second shouldn’t they have an entourage? And last, where is all the fanfare?

I do a double take. “You’re joking.”

Shaking his head, he replies with a nope, popping the P at the end. I take another glance over at the royal couple. Are those even the right words? Their clothes are made from fine materials, and the sparkle in her dress seems to be made from actual gems, not just sequins or whatever. Goddess that has to be heavy to walk around in. I’m struck by a pair of pumpkin orange and candy apple red eyes, similar to the ones that have been haunting my latest fantasies. His expression isn’t one of disdain, like his queen, but one of curiosity. Instead his head is tilted and his posture is open and welcoming. I quirk an eyebrow at him, daring him to tell me if I pass his test.

Lines form at the corners of his eyes and he throws back his head, the booming sound of laughter filling the courtyard. Tensing, I look to Dare. Dare’s jaw is slack. I let some of the tension go from my body. I feel my crew relax a bit at my back as well. The King approaches me. His gait is relaxed while his queen’s is stiff with self-importance.

“Do I curtsy or something?” I whisper to Axel.

He shakes his head.

“Hello, and welcome to the Goblin Kingdom. I’m Teag Fitzpatrick, King of Goblin, but I suspect you have already figured that out.” He smiles and extends his hand to me.

“I’m Ever Leath. Beside me is Doyle, and this is Axel Cedon, whom I think you have met previously.”

He turns his attention to Axel. “Mac baile fáilte de Goblin.”

Welcome home son of Goblin, if I’m not mistaken. Axel sucks in a sharp breath, his jaw slack, his eyes wide. He thrusts his shoulders back proudly and meets the Kings gaze, “Go raibh maith agat.”

A simple thank you, but considering the way he was treated by his goblin mother, it’s perfect in its simplicity.

Pride swells in my chest with Axel’s response, and for the acceptance he’s received from the King of Goblin. My smile turns genuine. My crew may be considered rag tag and a bit of a mish mash, but never let it be said that we give the leath cine a bad name.

The Queen gives me a half sneer, half attempt at a smile which falls flat. I meet her head on. No way in hell am I going to allow her to ruin this moment for Axel. He’s longed to return and I won’t let her get in the way of our true reason for being here.

Before I can think to censor my thought to mouth knee jerk reaction I blurt out, – “You got a problem?” I cross my arms over my chest and step toward her.

The King snaps his gaze quickly to the Queen, who isn’t fast enough wiping her ugly expression of hatred off of her face before he can see it. The bridled anger in his voice when he speaks to her in his deep tone, speaking in the language of goblin faster than I can translate it, stuns me. Her expression shutters, and she bows to him slightly before turning. She doesn’t respond to him, only strides away, her back straight, her head held high.

I look around for clues as to how I should react, other than with joy at her being scolded like an errant child. If what Dare and his brothers had told me about his father’s preference for elven women before his wife was killed is true, he probably has more reason to dislike the uptight bitch, other than her apparent dislike for anyone not fully goblin or considered royal.

Dare moves closer to me, his body brushing mine, his heat relaxing the tension from my muscles. I try to shake off the awareness of his powerful body so close to my own and turn my attention to the king.

“Sorry about that?” My tone’s not quite apologetic, but I’m willing to say the words if they’re needed.

“Nonsense. She is the one who should be apologizing. You are guests here, and most welcomed guests at that. Now, how about we head inside and get you all settled? From what Dare has told me, you had quite the adventure getting here.”

My body grows heavy at his words. Each and every scrape and bruise suddenly throbs with each beat of my heart, reminding me that I’ve been dragged, dropped, drugged, and bloodied in the past twenty-four hours. My knees wobble, and I give him a smile. An arm goes around my waist, and I expect it to be Doyle keeping me upright for my own dignity’s sake. Dare meets my gaze with one of steely determination, his lips set in a firm line. He doesn’t remove his warm hand from my side.

As we start toward the wide stone steps of the castle’s entrance I look around. “Wait, where’s Arela?”

“Who?” Dare askes.

“Arela, the girl I was talking with. She should be with us.” Wiggling out of his grasp, I turn and see her sitting by the fountain again, alone and looking lost.

“Ever—”

I stride toward the little girl who reminds me so much of my younger self, and I kneel down. I hold my hand out to her with an encouraging smile on my face. “You coming?”

“I’m not allowed in the castle.” She keeps her chin to her chest.

“Well, I’m not going in there without you so, I guess I’m staying out here too.”

Her eyes go wide as saucers and her entire face lights up with a smile.

Dare walks over, and I introduce him to Arela. I explain that she was told she isn’t allowed in the castle and that I’m not going in without her.

A look of understanding dawns and he crouches next to me, addressing her. “Who told you that you aren’t allowed in the castle, little one?”

“My family who I was given to,” she replies softly.

“The family you were given to?” He looks at her with an open kindness on his face. The tension written in every other line of his body belies his calm demeanor.

“Yeah, I was left outside when I was a baby, they told me. And they had to take me so they would look good to the King.” She speaks with a childlike honesty, a stark look of sadness coloring her pixyish features. Her perceptive gaze darts back and forth between Dare’s face and my own.

Rage tears through me at the way her adoptive parents have treated her. My hands itch to strangle them and outrage on her behalf batters at my insides like a hurricane. The feeling eats me up inside until I’m ready to wage war in her name. She’s only a child. And the people who are supposed to protect her have torn her down and made her feel like she’s not only unwanted, but useless and less than nothing. Dare and I share a knowing look. I nod and crouch down in front of her.

“How would you feel if you were to come with me and live with me instead?”

Her eyes go wide once again, quickly followed by a look of guarded hope. She shuffles her feet and looks around.

Leaning in closer, I make sure to keep my voice low so only she can hear me. “This is not a joke, and the offer will never expire. I would love to have you with me. I know my word doesn’t mean much because you don’t know me yet, but I give you my word that you are wanted, and not for favor, but for who you are.”

Her jerky nod is all the confirmation I need. Arela slips her small hand into mine. Smiling down at her, I give her hand a squeeze and walk toward my crew. All of them wear welcoming smiles, and I know she’ll be accepted into our little team with no problems at all despite her age. We all needed saving once. Now it’s our turn to save her too.

I look further up the steps and lock eyes with the King, who’s stopped his ascent. He tilts his head at me, and looks to Dare, who’s still right beside me. I turn back to Arela who’s still clutching at my hand like it’s the only thing keeping her standing.

Tugging on her hand, I start our group back on the way into the castle. I’ll explain to my crew later, but little explanation will be needed. They will not only agree with my decision but embrace it and her with open arms. Because that’s what family does.


CHAPTER


FOURTEEN

After being shown to our rooms and ensuring that we’re all within yelling distance to each other, we take the night to rest.

The next day we gather together in the room they had given me which is massive.

“You should have seen it, Ev. Dare was pissed. Like vibrating with anger. I’ve never seen a goblin turn that shade of red.” Kirin laughs.

“He summoned us all like peons and demanded to know where you were.” Axel scoffs. “Like we’re your keepers or something. Doyle tried to calm him down, but Dare wasn’t having it.”

“Once I was allowed to step farther into your room, I could sense another Fae presence, and I knew they had taken you.” Kirin’s jovial demeanor darkens for a moment, and lines form around his mouth. “They didn’t have everything I needed on site, or we would have been there sooner.”

I rest my elbows on my knees as I sit cross legged on the bed, happiness buzzing through me. “If you had been earlier, I still would have been inside the Light Elven Kingdom. It all worked out in the end. Let’s put it behind us.”

Kirin nods, and his usual smile stretches across his face. “You should have heard him, though. He tried to leave us at the manor and go after you himself.” He puffs up his chest and clears his throat. “‘Do not test me, boy. I will rip it from your mind if I must.’”

“And I just bet you couldn’t let that go.” I laugh.

“Course not. Told him he couldn’t even if he tried.” Kirin smirks.

“It was a testosterone-charged situation. Of course I stepped in and told them to knock it off. But as soon as Kirin started giving directions to your location, Dare sifted out and we all just followed.” Eryn twirls a lock of hair around her finger, barely looking up from the book in her lap.

I look to Doyle sitting in the plush leather chair next to the bed. “What did you get from the goblins? Were they surprised?”

“Yeah. They couldn’t believe their staff would do something like that. As Dagan put it, ‘they pay their staff well.’”

“Well, she did, so hopefully they listen to me next time rather than just hearing me.” The memory of telling Dagan that he can’t buy loyalty dances across my mind, and I bite my nail. Some people never listen.

“Exactly what I said.” Eryn pipes in as she flips another page.

The flutter of the old parchment page tickles at my brain, and I remember Anarchy and Chaos. “Has anyone seen my little gargoyles?” I look around the room.

Eryn shakes her head. “No, but I’m sure someone can send for them and bring them to you.”

I pull at the lint on the bedspread. “Yeah, I hope so.”

“Who are Anarchy and Chaos?” Arela asks.

I smile and tap the end of her pert little nose. “Let me tell you all about them.”
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A few hours later we’re all laughing uncontrollably at something and clutching our stomachs with tears rolling down our faces when Dax, Dagan, and Dare walk in. Their faces range from frowns on both Dagan and Dare and twitching lips on Dax, which only has us laughing harder. Finally quieting down, I ask the question that’s on all of our minds.

“Something we can help you with?” For good measure, I throw in a quirk of my eyebrow, knowing it’ll probably irk Dare. Bonus.

Before he can answer, a squeaking sound comes from Dagan and he drops his jaw. He slowly peers over his shoulder. “The little devils.” He reaches an arm back, trying to grab at something.

Dax is trying valiantly to hold back his laughter, both hands clapped over his mouth and mirth dancing in his eyes.

Dagan spins around as he tries to reach something on his back. He twists, and I see what he’s trying to catch. Two sets of eyes blink at me innocently, one purple, the other green.

“Anarchy! Chaos!” I squeal and jump from the bed. I rush toward them, arms held wide. As soon as I’m within reach they spread their tiny wings and jump, gliding to the sleeves of my black zip up hoodie. Chittering and clicking at me, they continue to make their way to each of my shoulders, nuzzling their pointed snouts to my cheeks when they reach them. Our reunion is short lived at the sound of Dagan’s colorful cursing.

“Did you see the little bastards?” He fumes, pointing an accusing finger at them with a glower on his angular face. “They were fucking with me. I knew we were being followed, but you two wouldn’t listen to me!” he rants, his face taking on a reddish tinge as he points at each of his brothers.

“Pssh, please they’re harmless.” I scratch Anarchy under the chin and make noises at them both, happy to be back with my little winged babies.

“Harmless? Harmless!” Dagan sputters before turning and storming from the room, still muttering angrily under his breath.

Arela approaches with a wide smile, her eyes bright. “May I play with them?”

Shrugging, I look to Dare. “Will they react negatively in any way to her?”

“I don’t think so. She’s a child, so they should accept her. If she were another adult, you might have issues.”

“Let’s give it a try, then.” I head back to the bed and grip each of them around their tiny bellies. Their claws cling to me but don’t dig in as I deposit them on the bed. I notice markings on their chests that weren’t there previously. I turn to Dare. “What is that? On their chests. It wasn’t there before.” I rub my finger down Chaos’s chest and check for any bumps while I fret.

The symbol is of a sun, with bent tendrils coming from most of the design. Little glyphs in between each of the tendrils complete the mark.

“Do you know your house sigil?” he asks.

“My mother’s is a sun, I think. I’m not quite sure. I’ve never seen anything like this though.” I shrug.

“That could be your sigil on their chests since you gifted them with your blood and completed the bond.” He bends closer for a better look.

Dare wiggles his fingers above them. They each balance on their hind legs, their short front legs trying to bat at his moving fingers just out of their reach.

“I didn’t know I would get one. I’m only leath cine. When you said my sigil would appear on them and it didn’t appear immediately, I assumed I didn’t have one or that it wouldn’t work for them with me.”

Shrugging, he gestures Arela toward the bed where Anarchy and Chaos sit.

They bounce around the bed like a bunch of nut jobs. They flap their little wings and hop over each other.

As soon as Arela puts a hand on the bed, they stop dead in their tracks and scrutinize her. They slowly creep towards her, their little nostrils flaring. A forked tongue darts out, and I prepare to snatch Chaos back, but he isn’t after blood, he’s just feeling her out. At her peal of laughter, they both climb her arms, making chirping noises and including her in their play.

The sound of a throat clearing diverts my attention to Dare, who’s standing a bit closer than normal.

“Oh, yeah, yeah, what is it you want again?” I step back and lean against the bed, crossing my feet in front of me.

“A word?” he asks with mock formality, inclining his head toward the open door before sweeping his arm in a grand gesture.

I follow him into the hallway.

“I have informed the King of Arela’s situation.” Dare pauses for a moment. “He has assured me he will find her another family that will care for her as their own if you are regretting your decision to take her in.”

I’m already shaking my head before he finishes speaking. “No way in hell is she going with anyone else but me. I gave her my word, and I’ll keep it or die trying.”

“You barely know her.”

“I know enough to know that she doesn’t deserve anything life has handed her, and if I can make a difference I will. And anyone who has an issue with that can take it up with me.” I shift from foot to foot in impatience. “Are we done here?”

He grips my arm and pushes me back against the stone wall. He crowds me with his body and lowers his head to mine. “Trying to get rid of me, little álainn?”

His rough voice scrapes over my nerves and sends shivers through my body. Each hair on my body stands on alert, and I wait for his next breath against my skin.

“What gave me away?” I turn my face from his as much as I can, my eyes level with his thick wrist wrapped in black leather cords. His palm is flat against the wall near my head.

He drags his nose down my jaw to my ear and breathes me in at my hairline. He shudders against me and my own body quakes. We’re so close his chest presses against mine with each inhale.

“What is it you want from me?” I breathe the question on a sigh.

He draws teasing little circles on my neck, driving me to distraction.

He moves his hand from the wall to my waist, lingering for a moment before it lands at the base of my spine, his hold possessive. Clenching both of my hands at my sides, I’m determined to keep them off of his enticing body. The desire coursing through me wages a war between what my mind’s saying and what my body’s demanding. Every fiber of my being screams for more. More of his rough hands on my skin. More of his breath on my neck. More of his lips on mine. I can almost feel the pressure of his lips on my own. I shake my head and graze the stubble at his chin. The moment my lips touch him, he pulls back slightly, his fire-colored eyes locking with my own. He looks me over seductively, taking in every detail. I moisten my lips with my tongue. He drags his gaze back up my body. I arch my back and draw closer to him. Before I know what’s happening, he captures my mouth. He doesn’t just kiss me, he consumes me.

He covers my mouth hungrily with his own, and I’m lost. His hand slips from the base of my spine to my ass. He squeezes, and a shot of desire arrows straight to my core. Raising his mouth from mine, he gazes into my eyes with a look of ownership. Before my kiss-numbed mind can process that look, he reclaims my lips and crushes my softer body to the harder planes of his own. With teasing nips, he drinks from my mouth like I’m his last drop of water in a desert. My heart pounds and breathy moans tumble from my lips. The sounds echo off the stone walls.

With each teasing press of his lips against mine, I only want more from him. The feel of his hardness against my mound isn’t enough to sate my craving. As if he can read my thoughts, he trails his hand down to my thigh before he hikes it up around his hip. The new angle notches him between my thighs, exactly where I want him. I can feel his size through the layers of clothing separating us. For a fleeting moment, I wonder if he will even fit, but another thrust from him against my sensitive clit scatters any coherent thoughts.

I break away from his mouth and suck in a much needed breath. Without stopping, he moves to my neck and plants taunting kisses along my skin. I shudder and feel his lips form a smile against my skin.

I drop my own hand to his ass and I rock my pussy against the hard line of his cock. I bite my lip to hold in a moan of bliss. Grunting his own reaction, he grasps my chin roughly and brings my lips back to his. Dare thrusts against me rhythmically, mimicking the act both our bodies are screaming for. I want him inside me desperately. I want to feel his skin against my skin, feel his mouth over every part of my body.

Kissing him deeply, I ignore the sound of a throat clearing and cling to Dare’s hard body. I rock my hips against him, demanding that he sate the need he’s created within me. A throat clears again and brings me back from the brink of insane desire. I tear my mouth from Dare’s and my eyes slowly focus on who stands behind us.

The King of fucking Goblin. Dare’s father, and oh, you know, the King of fucking Goblin.

Warming from the roots of my hair to the tips of my toes, I try to untangle from Dare, but he continues to paw at my ass and swirl his tongue at the hollow of my neck. I push at his shoulders and try to drop my leg from around his waist, but he holds firm. He growls a bit, the sound vibrating through me. I clear my throat.

“Dare.” My voice croaks, a bit groggy from desire.

He kisses his way up my neck. “Do not fight what is between us, little tine.”

How someone so conscious of everything around him can be completely unaware of someone standing right behind him is beyond me. So I try again.

“Dare,” I say again, my voice clearer.

“Little tine, if you don’t stop talking, I will find something else to occupy your sweet mouth.”

I clear my throat and point behind him. “We have company.”

Tensing, he peers over his broad shoulder. He lets my leg drop and puts a bit of space between us. He rubs a hand over his face and turns slightly. “My King?” A hint of annoyance peppers his tone.

I stomp on his much larger foot with my own. Grimacing, he cuts me menacing scowl before returning his attention to his father.

Still mostly behind Dare’s body, I lean to the side a bit to catch the King’s reaction. Would it be disgust that his son was interested in me, a leath cine? Instead, a smug smile rests on his lips. Lines bracket his eyes, and his shoulders are relaxed. I attempt to step out from behind Dare’s body, but he blocks me with his arm.

Dare gives the King another impatient look.

The King responds with a chuckle and a slight shake of his head. “I was hoping to catch you both for a quick word, but not quite in this way.”

I open my mouth to defend what we were doing but snap it closed just as quickly. I have no excuses. I had practically climbed him like a tree no more than two minutes ago.

A very muscled and sexy tree. With a large trunk.

They’re both looking at me with brows raised. “Nothing. Sorry.” I curse my fair skin for giving the direction of my inappropriate thoughts away as warmth floods my face. Expecting them to step away and talk, I start inching my way along the wall back towards the door to my room.

“A moment if you would, Ever.” the King says, his tone making it more of a statement rather than a request.

I bristle and wait to be told to stay away from Dare. Our actions are punishable by death if King Teag chooses to hand us over to the Light Elven Kingdom. Funny how all rational thought flies out the window the minute Dare’s hands are on my body.

Stopping, I don’t respond, just raise my own brows.

“I was wondering if you and your friends would like to join us for dinner tonight.” King Teag says, hands clasped in front of him. “Seeing as how you seem to be rather familiar with my family, and I am not so familiar with yours.”

Goddess, he doesn’t fuck around. Gets right to the point.

“Y-Yes. I m-mean no. Dinner, yes.” I hope my response was actually in English before I scamper away back into my room. Rude or not, I feel like I’ve just been through the ringer emotionally. From laughter, annoyance, white hot desire, and embarrassment, I’m ready to just sit and stare at a wall and pretend that this hasn’t become my life.

All of this because my mother asked me to go to a festival with my cousin. Who wants my hand in marriage.

Blinking the room in front of me into focus, I look at each of my friends, all of them more family to me than those of my blood relation.

“You guys are never gonna believe this shit.” I flop back on the bed dramatically and begin regaling them with my tales of the last few minutes or however long it was that I was out there in my own little world.


CHAPTER


FIFTEEN

Dinner with the King and Queen of Goblin went off without a hitch, even considering the snide remarks from his snobby wife and her court of ladies smooth sailing. That and my crew becoming loud and boisterous after a few cups of ale. After round three they began trading battle stories with some of the other guards in attendance while showing off their various scars right at the table. Eryn’s jaw was dropped more than not, I was laughing through it all, and it was just what we needed. A bit of normal in the crazy our lives had become.

The following night I’m still lacking the answers I came here for originally. At this point I’m losing patience. The Fae have a penchant for avoiding questions and a certain way of putting words together like a jigsaw puzzle. All I want is a straight answer from someone—who my father supposedly is, what that means for my future, what the hell a mark of truth is, and whatever anyone knows about the situation and apparent uprising happening in the Light Elven Kingdom. If I get one more “all will be answered in time,” I’m going to scream bloody murder in everyone’s faces and start swinging until I feel my questions are fully answered.

I’m lying in bed thinking when a knock sounds at my door. Probably one of my crew. I whip the door open, hoping to make whoever is there jump in response. I’m not met with one of their smiling faces but with Dare’s. His serious expression sends a frisson of tension through me.

I sigh, swing my door open a bit wider, and resign myself to what’s probably going to be an uncomfortable conversation. I wave him in and latch the door behind him. I turn around and find him sitting in one of the large wooden chairs in the sitting area. With his broad body, he dwarfs the chair, which is saying something since it’s the size of one of those electric smart cars. Legs spread, both arms resting on the arms of the chair, he seems completely at ease despite the lines of tension marring his face. He looks like a king sitting on a throne, ready to address his court.

I lean against one of the carved wooden bedposts, determined to make it less awkward between us despite the fact that I was ready to let him fuck me in the hallway earlier. I cross my ankles in hopes that it will keep me from acting like a bitch in heat. For good measure, I wrap my arms around my chest too. With all my limbs contained, I feel like I’m ready to do battle—battle meaning talking about what had happened earlier and making it clear that it won’t happen again.

I start speaking first. “Listen, about earlier…” The desire I felt earlier washes through me before I can stop it. I clear my throat and pick up where I left off. “That can’t happen again. It’s not worth the death sentence. No offense, but I like living, and even though you agitate me, I don’t want you to die either. At least not yet.” I nod and wait for his reaction.

Jerking his head back a bit, he presses his lips together and furrows his brow. “Is that so?”

“Yeah.”

His look doesn’t change to agreement. What the hell? He’s supposed to agree that it’s a bad idea. But even as I deny any further intimate happenings between us, a sharp pain in my chest at the thought of never feeling his body against mine shocks me. I fix my expression to one of indifference, blanking my features, and I wait for further sarcasm from him.

“Little álainn, would we be so horrible together? Am I that awful to behold?” he asks softly, his posture relaxed.

Not sure where he’s going with this, I purse my lips and regard him seriously. “It has nothing to do with my feelings for you. It’s a death sentence for us and for anyone else who knows.” I pause before emphasizing, “Death. Sentence.”

He looks at me and shakes his head. Before I can snap at him and demand to know why he’s frowning at me like I’m missing something obvious, he speaks.

“You are not in the Light Elven Kingdom, Ever. Despite their best efforts to eliminate any couplings between goblins and elves, we do not adhere to the same rules they do. We never have. And we never will.”

And with those words, my world shifts.

He’s right. One hundred percent right. I’m not in the Light Elven Kingdom. I’m not even considered a citizen, or whatever they call it, of Elven. I’m leath cine. Or maybe half goblin, but I’m still unsure about that and I refuse to fully acknowledge it without solid proof. But the Light Elven Kingdom turned their backs on us with that declaration, basically declared war on an entire species. They should have no say in what we do. How have we allowed them to rule our lives for so long? And how can the leaders at MECA ignore the Goblin Kingdom’s willingness to accept us? Most of us go through life feeling like we don’t belong, or only partially belong, even within the walls of MECA’s compound.

We all yearn for something more—for the ability to touch the land our ancestors came from. We need to be with others who not only understand us but accept us fully for who and what we are. Surrounded by humans outside the walls of MECA, we’re never allowed to forget that we’re different. But maybe being different isn’t such a bad thing. Maybe it’s something to be revered. Something to teach our children and our children’s children. For a people so diverse, we’re exceedingly close-minded. The realization saddens me.

I probably can’t change the thinking of so many beings whose way of doing is the way they’ve lived for centuries. But even if I can change the way one person is affected, like Arela, who was forced to live with a family who loathed her, I’ll consider it a positive impact. Or even a step in the right direction.

Broad fingers slide over my bare arm and startle me out of my own thoughts. I snap my head upward and lock eyes with red-and-orange-colored ones that send strands of heat through my blood.

Electricity flows through my body, radiating from where his hand touches my skin. Each pulse sends tendrils of need to my core. The strength of the desire shocks me.

I throw caution to the wind. I go up on my tiptoes and wrap my hand around the back of his neck. He doesn’t resist me, his mouth meeting mine in a scorching kiss of pent up frustration.

He parts my lips with his and invades my mouth with his tongue. He explores every recess with a thoroughness that leaves me panting for breath.

With a jerk, I’m wrapped in his arms. I dig my blunt nails into his scalp, rake my hands through his hair, and hold on.

I let out a breathy moan and pull back from our kiss. His heavy-lidded gaze leaves no question as to what will happen if I don’t put a stop to this now.

I’m no longer mentally battling myself and my upbringing. I’m only feeling. I answer his unspoken question by grabbing the hem of my shirt and lifting it over my head. My intentions crystal clear, my heart hammering in my own ears, I throw back my shoulders and give him a challenging look. Next move is on him.

Groaning, he reaches for me and pulls me almost violently back against his body. “I want to be so deep inside you that you no longer know where I end and you begin, little tine. Let go for me. Let me have all of you.”

He slants his mouth over mine once more and runs his rough hands over the bare skin of my back. Each touch sends tingles to the pit of my stomach. I tug at the hem of his shirt. I’m clumsy in my haste, and my hands slip to his firm ass. I leave one hand there to get my fill and continue pulling at the fabric in the way of what I want most at the moment—to feel his hot skin against my own.

His mouth leaves mine for the barest of seconds and he rips his black shirt off. He throws it behind him before capturing my mouth again.

I yank my mouth from his and scan his muscled form. “Fuck.” His body is a work of art, and I want to worship every part of him.

I start my perusal at the powerful set of his shoulders and let my hand follow my path. Slowly I trace down to his defined abdomen. A small trail of dark hair meets my finger and runs down the center, starting at his navel. “I want to follow this line with my tongue.” The words are freeing. I shudder as years of my uptight upbringing fall away from me like shackles being unlocked.

I take my time to appreciate every inch of him and splay my hand as wide as I can across the ridges of his muscles. My eyes finally catch up to where my hand rests on his lower abs and I stop to admire the view. The perfect V starts above the waistband of his leather pants.

The large bulge I felt against my mound earlier is proudly displayed beneath those pants. He’s massive, but it’s a turn on. A challenge. One that I’m more than willing to accept. He has the body of a warrior, and I want him to wage war on my senses until he makes me surrender.

I slowly drag my gaze back up and meet those flame-colored eyes. My breasts are displayed by a scrap of lace and black silk and my swollen nipples are scraping against the fabric. He frames my hips with his hands before sliding up my waist to the sides of my breasts. He brushes the undersides of my breasts with his thumbs before following the band of silk to the clasp at my back. His hand moves against me, and with a clack of the metal hooks being undone, my swollen peaks are bared to him.

“Perfect,” he whispers.

My heart beats faster.

He steps back and licks his lips, his grasp still tight around me. He pulls me with him towards the chair and I follow willingly. With another flick of his wrist, he unbuttons his own pants and sits down. He relinquishes his grip on me and issues an order in a tone that brokers no argument.

“Finish stripping for me, little tine.” He grips his erection and slowly slides his hand up.

I slip my thumbs under the waistband of my favorite pair of skin tight jeans and keep eye contact with him. I shimmy out of them and lean forward. The position displays my breasts for him and his gaze leaves mine.

“Your breasts are perfection, little tine. I can’t wait to wrap my lips around each peak.”

I stand there in only my panties and I thrust my shoulders back. I have large breasts, unlike most of the other elven leath cine. I don’t wait for his next order. Instead I take the two steps to reach him and climb up on his lap. My ass rests against his strong thighs, and I shiver at the contact.

“Any other orders, goblin?”

“You’ll have to wait and see, little tine.”

He slips an arm around the small of my back and tilts my jaw upward. His grip is firm as he lowers my needy lips to his waiting ones. My need ratchets higher with every inch of his skin that touches my own. I glide one hand down the finely sculpted muscles of his chest to his ripped abdomen until the tips of my fingers brush the parting of the fabric of his pants.

“Are you sure you don’t have any other commands, goblin?”

I lean back and slowly unzip his pants, careful of his bulging erection. I run my fingers over the silky smooth flesh before trying to encircle the wide width with my thumb and forefinger. They don’t meet. Fuck me, he’s going to have to work himself into me slowly. The thought sends a shiver of desire through me.

“Tell me the thought you just had, little tine.”

While I struggle to form a coherent thought, he kisses a path from my mouth to my jaw. He nips down my neck, stopping only to blow little bursts of hot breath over the wet spots he’s leaving.

“I’m thinking you’re going to have to take your time working into me.” I suck in a breath and slide my hand slowly up and down his shaft. My pulse speeds up at the feel of him in my grip. “You’re so thick. The thought of it makes me wet for you.”

“You can take me.” He arches me forward with his hand at my lower back until my swollen breasts are directly in front of his full lips. “But first, I want to taste you here.” His lips part, and he lowers his mouth to my hardened nipple. He swirls his tongue around it, each flick sending tingles of desire straight to my clit. I wiggle on his lap, trying to relieve the pressure he’s building deep inside me.

Sucking harder, he bites down on my nipple. The pleasure-pain of his action sends sharp shocks of desire within my core. Breathing out a low moan, I grind my wet sex against the ridge of his thigh. The motion dampens my panties further, and the wet heat of my own desire slides over my nub making me clench my thighs in need.

“I need you.”

“Not yet,” he whispers back harshly, his response ending in a hiss. “I want you desperate for me, little tine.”

“I am desperate for you.”

He ignores me and slips his hand under my lacy panties. Rip! The fabric disintegrates in his palms. His calloused hands are rough on the sensitive flesh of my ass as he grips it.

I flick a finger over the pearl of wetness seeping from the top of his cock and bring my finger up to my mouth. I slide my tongue over the drop of his pre-come. “So good.” His taste is salty, musky, and a flavor that is purely Dare. I move to get off of his lap, but his grip on my hips stops me.

“I want more of your taste.” I lick at my finger again and look pointedly at his cock.

“Not this time.” He drifts his hand downwards to my sex, and he parts my soaked folds. The first stroke of his finger sends jolts of desire through me. He continues to stroke my pussy, and I bite my lip and wait for the right moment to attempt to force his finger into my sheath.

“Tsk, tsk.” He chides me, no longer teasing my folds, but drawing wide circles around my clit.

I wiggle and try to get him right where I want him, but he avoids my maneuvering and continues teasing me mercilessly. “Dare, please.”

My pulse hammers as I wait for him to slide his finger inside my wet heat. Slowly, so slowly, he slides his finger back through my folds and dips the tip inside.

“Mmm, yes.”

“Good girl, little tine.” He slides his finger deeper. First to one knuckle and then the other.

I rock back and forth, pleasuring myself on his broad finger. I lean down and crush my mouth to his in a passionate kiss, nipping at his lips and then lapping at them to soothe the sting.

“More,” I plead, sitting down hard on his finger. “Give me more.”

“Greedy, little tine.”

He inserts another finger and it stretches my tight walls. He rubs small circles on my clit with his thumb and thrusts his fingers in and out of my drenched pussy.

“Mmm, yes. I want your cock inside me as I come.”

“So slick for me. But I want your sweet cream dripping down your thighs before I enter you.”

I nod jerkily and continue to move my hips against his fingers. A third finger enters me and quickly becomes as soaked as the others. Little trembles start in my pussy, and I whimper.

“Dare. Please.” I dig my nails into his shoulders.

He crooks his fingers inside me, hitting that spot that sends shivers through my entire body. Shock waves of pleasure buffet me, drowning me in the need to come. I jerk against him, my pleasure building as he increases the pace. His thumb works my clit with expert precision, and I know he’ll get his wish. I can feel my own wetness on the tops of my thighs.

“Now,” I pant. “Please, Dare, please now.”

He shakes his head. “Not yet. I want my hand drenched with your need.”

He clenches his teeth down on my hard nipple, and just like that, I’m soaring. Euphoria spreads through my limbs, and I jerk against him. I scream his name and my nails leave red crescents in his shoulders. My body goes tight as he squeezes every ounce of pleasure from me.

My thighs go weak and I can no longer keep myself held high above him. I go slack in his arms and rest my forehead against his chest.

“I think you’ve killed me.”

“We’ve only just begun, little tine.” He lifts my face to his and sips from my lips, his tongue tangling with mine languidly.

With his kiss, I feel the burning need build within me again. He just made me come so hard I saw both suns of Goblin behind my eyes, and seconds later he has me ready to go again. I’ve never been this hungry for sex. Never wanted a man this much. But I’ve never been with a goblin before. Maybe they do it better. Or maybe it’s because he makes me feel something other than desire. He makes me think. He challenges me in every way possible.

I pull back from our kiss and grip his length in my hand once more. If it’s even possible, he’s harder than before.

I lift my hips up again, not sure if I’ll be able to ride him with my legs still shaking from my own release. “Let’s move to the bed.”

“Uh-uh. Remember, I want to see all of you as I slide so deep inside you, you no longer know where I end and you begin.”

When he puts it like that… I reach between our bodies and position him at my entrance.

“Put me inside you, Ever.” He thrusts his hips up a bit. The smooth tip of his cock brushes my folds.

“Gods, yes.”

Wanting to tease him as much as he teased me, I rub the swollen head of his cock against my pussy. Back and forth. Back and forth. I slowly let him dip inside me before lifting up quickly.

“You little tease…” He clutches my hips before slamming into me. I take all he has to give. I cry out as my walls stretch and shake as my body tries to accept all of him at once. The pleasure-pain thrills me.

“Oh-my-gods-mmm-yes.” He’s so thick and hard inside me that I feel like I can’t breathe.

He lets me adjust to his large size, rubbing one hand up and down my back. “Are you okay, my little tine?”

“I’m okay.” I clench around him. I lift up, and the feel of his cock inside me makes me moan. “Gods, you feel so good.” Slow and steady, I slide up and down his cock, letting my wetness coat him until he glides in out of me with ease.

He grips my ass and positions me where he wants. Thrusting upward, he fills me up again until I feel him at my cervix. “So tight. Every silken inch of you. You fit me like a glove.” He repeats his fast and hard thrust up and then slowly withdraws every inch of his thick cock from my sensitive flesh. “Mmm, yes, Ever.”

“Harder, Dare, harder.” I jerk my hips to meet his, the shock of pleasure ripping a scream from my throat.

Grunting, he increases his tempo. “Play with those pretty nipples for me.”

I slide my hands up my sides and cup my breasts. I brush my fingers over the diamond hard tips, the added sensation sending a fresh wave of sensations to my cleft. I pinch my nipples between my fingers firmly, the pleasure-pain making my walls clench around him.

“Again,” he demands.

I lick my lips and do as he says. As I watch, markings slowly appear at his shoulders, trailing up his neck and down his arms—the same markings that appeared when we did our blood oath. I glance down and see markings appear over my forearms again. I stop moving for a moment and watch as the markings darken on my flesh. Dare tilts my chin up with a finger and I stare into his autumn colored eyes.

“Hey,” he whispers, the concern coloring his tone surprising me. “You okay?”

“I’ve never seen these appear during sex before.” I hold my arms between us, my hands both resting at the center of his chest.

He rocks beneath me, still hard inside me. “It’s normal, little álainn.” He takes my hand in his and kisses my palm. “I’ll help you figure it all out. After I make you scream my name a few more times.”

He pumps up into me, distracting me and bringing my focus back to our mutual pleasure. He notches his thumb at my clit and he keeps it there. He rubs his thumb against me and every time I sink back down on his thick shaft, sharp jolts of euphoria blast through me.

Faster and faster I move up and down on his cock. Each downward thrust sends mind-numbing tingles through my body as he hits a spot inside of me that sends me closer and closer ot the edge. “Mmm, right there, Dare. Right there.”

His removes his hand from my ass only to return with a smack. The sting of his slap pushes me closer to the brink. He starts nipping at my neck again, his teeth sharp as he leaves marks.

“Oh, I like that. Don’t stop.”

The walls of my pussy ripple around him, and he lifts his hand once more, slapping my ass hard enough to smart.

The sting turns to pleasure, and dig my nails into his shoulders. “Dare!”

He pumps roughly into me while I clench around him and his moans grow louder. “Yes, Ever!”

“Again, yes.” He moans and slips in and out of the language of the goblins. “Keep gripping my cock with that tight little cunt.”

Breathing hard, he pumps into me once more. His movement sends shockwaves of pleasure rippling through me.

“Holy fuck. Yes. Dare. Goddess, yes.”

He slides his hand across my ass, my flesh tender from where he’d spanked me. He smoothes his hand over it, soothing the ache as he trails kisses down my neck.

“Mmm, I told you we’d be good together, little álainn.”

“I can literally pass out. Right here, right now.” Thoughts of what I just did fill my head and tension tightens my body. I take a deep breath and decide to push it all out of my mind for tonight. I let my hands drift over his strong shoulders, and soothe the marks I’d left in his skin from my nails. I lean in and see a few of the marks have filled with blood. “Shit, I really got you.” I look around for a scrap of clothing I can clean him up with. “I’d clean up the little spots of blood, but I don’t think I can stand quite yet.”

Dare grumbles and pulls my face back down to his chest. He sweeps his large hand up and down my back in calming circles.

“Mmm, yeah, okay, this is so much better.”

“Ever, if you don’t stop talking, I will make good on my promise from earlier.”

“What promise was that?” I ask with a frown. I don’t even bother to move my head to look up at him. He makes a lot of commands all the time.

“If you don’t shut up, I will find better uses for that mouth of yours.”

I shrug and stay quiet. I let him continue to rub my back until his hand goes up higher past my shoulders.

I straighten up so fast I almost fall off his lap. “Ow, fuck! What the hell?” The shot of pain gives me the strength to sit up and finally untangle my limbs from his. I stand up and back away.

He holds his hands in front of him defensively and a frown tilts his lips downwards.

“What did you just do to me?”

“I didn’t do anything. I was just moving my hands up higher than I had them previously. I was going to rub your shoulders. Females like that.” His hands are still held wide in surrender, but he’s no longer frowning. His eyes are narrowed intently.

I turn my head and twist my upper body so I can see behind my back. I’m unsuccessful and I give up. I spin back around to him and frown.

He stands and rezips his pants, tucking himself back in, and runs his hands through his hair. “Turn around, Ever. Let me see your back.” He twirls a finger in the air.

Frown firmly in place, I do what he says. As soon as my back is to him, I pull my hair forward. A harsh growl sounds behind me.

“What? What is it? Is something attached to me? Get it off me!” I shout, flicking my hands while trying to see what’s causing me pain.

I watch over my shoulder as he approaches me, reaching a hand out. Before he reaches me he stops, his arm extended, his head tilted. “May I?”

“Go ahead.”

“Mo Dhia.” He clenches his jaw and softly traces over more of my upper back. His fingers lightly graze my shoulders.

Even the slightest touch feels like he’s digging into my flesh. I grit my teeth against the pain and keep watching him over my shoulder. “What is it?”

“You are completely black and blue.” His gaze is still glued to my back as he traces across my skin. “Every mark he gave to you, I will give to him.” He places his hands on my arms and bends his head to kiss the back of my own.

“He didn’t lay a hand on me, Dare. Arradel was the one who kidnapped me. She’s the one who dragged me on the ground and wrenched my arm.” I place my hand over his on my arm. “Cashel will get his. Let’s not talk about it right now.”

He takes my hand and leads me to the bed before throwing back the covers. He helps me into it, and my jaw hits my chest when he walks over to the other side and draws back the blanket to get in with me.

“Planning on staying a while?” My lips twitch as he makes himself comfortable.

“Are you kicking me out?” He stills, one eyebrow arched, holding up the blanket. He doesn’t wait for my answer before he drapes the blanket over his lap.

“I didn’t think you’d want to stay.” I shrug. “I figured we’d get it out of our systems and you’d be like, ‘see ya,’ or something.” I turn my head and meet his gaze, non-apologetic for my assumptions.

“Your ideas of what goblins do and don’t do are fascinating.” He mock-growls at me and bares his teeth. He still has his leather pants on, but he seems content to just sit there with me. In bed. After we had sex.

“I make up my own mind.” I smirk.

I launch into a flurry of questions about goblins and what we’ve been told in MECA. Hours pass as we play fact or fake. We laugh at the silly things MECA told us and sometimes we’re serious about certain topics.

“Goblins eat the flesh of their enemies?” I ask.

Dare laughs. “No.”

I sigh in relief.

“Well, most of us don’t. Redcaps might if it’s a big occasion.”

“You’re joking, right? Do you eat flesh?”

“No, I don’t. There are different species of goblins that have different traditions and feeding needs though. Does that repulse you?”

I tilt my head. “I don’t think it repulses me per se. It’s more that it isn’t for me. If it’s for someone else, to each his own. Who am I to judge?”

After a while, my eyelids get heavy, and our talking slows.

As I drift off to sleep, he mutters something to me in the goblin language, but I can’t quite make it out before I’m drawn into the world of dreams.
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I wake up in a sweat, feeling like I’m sleeping against a hot brick. I open my eyes and am met with the deep golden skin covering Dare’s chest. I breathe him in—crisp fall air and sinful nights. His scent tantalizes my senses, sending currents of need to my center.

We’re tangled up together. I’m lying half on top of him, his thigh firmly between my legs. The thought of him between my thighs only ramps up my desire for him. He has one arm around my waist keeping me in place, the other across his chest, his hand covering mine where it rests on his chest. I sigh in contentment. I try to think how I can untangle us when his thigh moves slightly, and I shudder at the memory of his cock inside me last night and how much I want a repeat performance.

My walls clench and moisture pools at my center. I trail a hand down his chest and relive last night. I’m so focused on my fantasies that I moan out loud.

“I wasn’t sure I would see a look of desire gracing your face so soon after last night, little álainn.” His voice is rough from sleep. My gods, that voice could be bottled and sold as a drug. Deep, growly, and a bit of an accent. Irish? No. Scottish? A mix of both maybe.

I tilt my head back and watch as Dare licks his lips before running his gaze down my body. I bite my lip.

“What?” He shifts a bit and lays me on my side to face him. My leg is thrown over his hip, leaving me feeling exposed and vulnerable to him.

“Nothing, just looking.” I run my hand over his ripped chest.

He drifts a hand down my side, following every contour of my body. His eyes are bright in the morning light. He rests his hand on my hip and he mutters one word.

“Iontach.”

Magnificent. I suck in a breath and pull his mouth down to mine. His slow tantalizing kisses make me sink farther into his embrace, content to let him explore every inch of my mouth. He darts his tongue into my mouth and teases my own before retreating back into his, daring me to follow.

I moan, and he grips my ass firmly before he deepens our kiss. He brings my thigh up higher on his hip, opening me farther to him.

Dare pulls back and his nostrils flare. “I can smell your desire for me, little tine. It is like a drug to my senses.”

I tear my mouth from his and gasp. At my reaction he smoothes his hand over my thigh, gripping it and inching it up his hip.

“You will drive me mad,” he whispers against my mouth before slowly seducing me with his tongue.

He pushes me to my back and continues kissing me. He brushes his hands down my chest and they come to rest underneath my large breasts. I hold my breath as I wait for his reaction.

“I love how your breasts overfill my hands, little tine.” He kisses each peak. “Each time I touch them I find a new spot that drives you mad.”

I’m nervous for close inspection in the day light. I want him to desire me as much as I desire him. I’ve got scars that I forgot to glamour and not all of them are small. My pulse flickers like a trapped firefly in my chest and I try to form a sentence.

“Glad you enjoy them.” I smile coyly and let out a breath.

He licks his lips before circling my areola slowly with kisses. He flicks his tongue out, leaving my nipple wet. I wiggle in frustration as he repeats the same process with my other breast. I want more.

“Need more.” I clutch at the back of his head and try to keep him where I want him.

He obliges me and slowly closes his lips around my aching peak, nibbling at the tip. The wet slide of his tongue around the swollen nub sends tendrils of fire through my body.

“I need more of your taste,” he demands in a gravely tone.

“Then take it.”

He kisses a path across my chest and traces a fingertip over my hip. I arch my hips toward him. I want him inside me so badly, I’m ready to beg for it. I need him to fill me up until all I can feel is him. He kisses his way down my stomach and swirls his tongue in the sensitive dips of my hipbones.

He looks up at me from between my legs and my breath hitches as I stare into his eyes.

“I want to feast on you, little álainn. Only your taste can sate this hunger.” He breathes me in, traces a path to my cleft, and spreads me open with two fingers.

I moan. “Gods, when you say things like that…”

He grins devilishly and lowers his mouth to my clit, and he slowly licks my wet slit. At the second swipe of his tongue, he stops at the top of me to pay special attention to my swollen nub. He draws circles around my clit, and glimmers of pixie dust flit through my vision. The pleasure shocks me, and my upper body comes up off the bed. He continues to tease me and my pleasure climbs.

He spreads his fingers and opens me wider to his ministrations. With one hand he keeps my hips on the bed, the restriction driving me mad with the need to move.

“Oh. My. Gods.” I moan loudly as his fingers suddenly enter me. I fist one hand in his hair, the other on my pillow. “Dare, please. I’m so close.”

“Not yet, little tine,” he growls. “Only when I say so.”

He rubs his fingers against one spot inside me, and my moans turn to screams of pleasure.

He thrusts his fingers in and out of me, hitting that same spot on my upper wall each time.

“Right there, Dare! Gods, yes. More.”

I twist my hips in an effort to get more from his mouth, and he stills his fingers before he sucks hard on my tiny bundle of nerves.

He nips at my swollen bundle of nerves before barking out a command. “Now.”

I flow apart. I throw my head back as waves of pleasure crash over me and pull me under. I ride out my pleasure on his fingers. Still gripping my hips, he slides up my body.

I bring his mouth roughly to mine and nip at his lips, tasting myself on them. I moan in my throat.

“Do you like the taste of yourself on my lips?” He tongues my bottom lip as he waits for my response.

“Mmm, yes.”

He moves between my shaking thighs.

“Inside me. Now.” I lift my hips and guide his length to my entrance. “I want to feel your thick cock inside me. I need to feel you pounding into me.”

I clench around him as he parts my folds in one thrust and then another. His actions rip a moan from me, and I wrap my legs around his hips. He sets a punishing tempo, and his pubic bone presses against my sensitive nub with every thrust. The movements send shock waves of pleasure through my entire body.

“Yes, yes, yes, Dare. More. Please more.” I’m climbing the peak again, and my body feels like it’s about to explode. All I need from him is to throw the match and light me up in flames.

“Come”—thrust—“with”—thrust—“me.”

His arms are bands of steel locked on either side of me as he continues to pin me to the bed.

I nod, and he pounds into me aggressively, fierce growls tearing out of his chest.

“So close,” I pant as I jerk my hips up to meet his strokes.

He circles his hips, and I shudder with the sparks of heat each added movement gives me.

I circle my arms around his shoulders and bringing his mouth down to mine in a kiss full of passion and need. He rips his mouth away and nips at my neck.

“Do you like how wet you have me?” I nip at his ear. “I can feel every ridge of your cock inside me. It’s driving me insane.” I moan.

His thrusts falter, and he locks his gaze with mine. His pulse hammers at his neck, and it thrills me.

“Come with me.” I grip his shoulder with my teeth and bite down hard as I climax with another fiery burst of pleasure.

“Yes!” His roar echoes through the room as he hammers fast inside me. He latches onto my shoulder with his teeth and stills. His cock pulses deep within me, marking me as his once again.

“Fuck.” I wince at the sound of my hoarse voice.

“We just did.” He cocks his head.

“Yeah. I know.” My chest heaves as I try to catch my breath. I push at his shoulders and he rolls off of me as I explain. “It’s an expression. Like wow, holy shit, that was amazing.”

He chuckles, shaking his head, and leans over me. “You’re odd.” He kisses the tip of my nose before he springs out of the bed with more energy than I can muster at the moment. He starts towards the bathroom with an extra pep in his step before stopping to look back at me with a devastating grin. “Care to join me in the shower?”

I shake my head and wince, saying the first thing that pops into my head. “I’m pretty sure you broke my vagina.”

The wide smile on his face vanishes, and he clenches his fists at his sides. He takes a step toward me but stops dead when the door suddenly swings open.

Dax steps through the door and halts in his tracks at the sight of me sprawled naked in the middle of the bed. I screech like a banshee and frantically try to pull the covers over my body. Dax turns slowly to the side to find Dare looking at him with murder written on his face.

“Out!” Dare barks, pointing toward the door.

Dax relaxes and looks back toward me. I’m now sitting up on my knees in the center of the bed, the sheet covering everything but my shoulders and head. If only this bed could swallow me whole.

“Thank Dhia!” Dax looks at us.

Dare isn’t bothering to cover himself, and I’m afraid to move for fear of flashing something I don’t want Dax to see more of.

“I thought you might have been in trouble. I guess not.” Dax sniggers.

“Dhia will not help you if you do not. Get. Out!” Dare takes a step toward Dax, his neck corded and his muscles straining against his skin.

Dax quickly moves toward the door. “I’ll just be outside then,” he yells over his shoulder. He stops at the threshold and winks at me before closing the door firmly behind him.

I try not to laugh at the absurdity of it all and look to Dare. He’s breathing fast and shaking. He clenches and unclenches his fists, and his face and neck are flushed a dark shade of red.

“Hey,” I whisper as I get down off the bed, the sheet trailing behind me. I rub my hand over his bicep. “No big deal, it’s not like he saw me spread wide or something.”

His eyes go wide, his nostrils flare, and he bares his teeth.

“I’ll kill him.” A menacing growl rips from him and he starts toward the door.

Shit. Dax probably saw something before I was able to cover up. And I had just reminded Dare of that. I stand in front of him and put my hands on his chest and try to soothe him.

“It’s okay. I’m still in here with you. Right here.” I smooth my hands over his puffed up chest as he breathes hard, still glaring at the closed door.

“You’re mine,” he says gruffly, gripping my hip.

I nod and decide not to correct him if it will help him calm down. I’ve heard goblins can get possessive after sex, but Goddess, we’ve only slept together twice. It isn’t like he’s known me for years and we’ve talked about our future together. I rub at his chest and let him work through whatever is going through his head.

“How about you go get dressed for the day and we can meet up wherever you get breakfast around this castle?” I smile calmly at him, my hands still on his chest.

He shakes his head as if he’s coming out a bit of a daze and he squeezes my hip before letting go. “Five minutes and I will meet you right here.” He points to the ground.

It isn’t a statement. It isn’t even a question with an option attached to it. It’s a demand.

“Let’s see what’s up before we make any plans, okay?”

He scowls down at me from his greater height before he walks to the door leading into the room next to mine.

“That’s Arela’s room, Dare. Might want to go through the hallway. We aren’t exactly in the royal wing of the castle last I checked.” I chuckle.

Oy, either he hasn’t been laid in a while, and I’ve scrambled his wits or something else is going on here.

“You okay, Dare?”

He faces me. “I will be. I need some answers though.” He turns and continues to the door leading to the room next to mine. “Oh, and by the way? You are in the royal wing of the castle. And Arela’s rooms are on that side.” He points to the door on the opposite side of the room.

I gape at him but can’t get a coherent sentence out before he shuts the door with a soft click behind him. In the royal wing? What the hell? Last I checked none of us are royal. I mean, my mother is, but I’m not. I’m leath cine, so I’m automatically excluded from any special titles.

I stride to the door Dax came through and whip it open, knocking Dax on his ass in the process. He’s sprawled on the ground, a mixture of a wince and a smile on his face.

I shake my head. “Listening at the door? Really, Dax? Really?”

He turns a slight shade of pink. “I…was…”

“Save it. Come with me. I’ve got questions, and you’re damn well gonna answer them.”

I leave the door open and grab a fresh set of clothes to change into. I have no idea what I’m going to come up against today, so I decide to go with warrior chic—black jeans, black V-neck T-shirt, and of course my combat boots. I root around in my bag for a pair of underwear but instead my hand grazes leather. I pull out my favorite belt. It’s the one with a special pouch hanging from it that has another strap to go around my thigh. Score! I can keep a few extra things on me besides weapons. I step behind the standing partition in my room and dress quickly while I question Dax.

“First off, what did you hear? And second, what did you want when you so rudely threw the door open while I was lounging naked in bed?” I pop my head out from behind the partition and narrow my eyes at him. “And don’t say you didn’t see anything. We all know you did.”

“I heard two voices, not much of what was said. I did hear the word shower though.” He grins. “And I was coming to tell you that your fath—Tore would like to finally meet you.”

“Oh, he would like to finally meet me,” I mimic. “And where has he been the past two days? Sorry, Dax.” I huff a breath, my mind a jumbled mess of conflicting thoughts and emotions. On top of everything else, I might meet my father. I dreamed about this day for years until I gave up when my mother told me she’d never tell me who he was. “Not your fault. Just a touchy subject for me, ya know?”

Dax nods and his eyes soften around the corners. It isn’t a look of pity. I won’t accept anyone’s pity. It’s a look of understanding.

“He was away on business for the crown and all that shit.” He waves a hand around.

I roll my eyes at Dax’s lack of interest in politics and finish lacing up my boots. Dax frowns as I fervently scrutinize the floor.

“Hair tie. I lost my hair tie.” I shove the mass of long curls out of my face for the third time now and continue my search. If I didn’t love my hair so much when it isn’t being a pain my ass, I’d chop it all off. “Ha! I gotcha!” I swoop down to grab the small circle of elastic wrapped in thread.

Dare once again opens the door between our two rooms.

He tilts his head, his eyes zeroing in on Dax lounging on the rumpled bed. The bed where, not twenty minutes before, we were doing the mattress mamba. Dare frowns and puts his hands on his hips before turning his frown back to me.

I shrug before I flip my mass of hair over my head and gather it all, securing it tightly in a ponytail. Silence falls, and I rock back and forth on my heels. “I guess we should go meet Tore then.”

I step through the door. Doyle and Kirin are heading my way. Eryn is stopped at Arela’s door and farther down the hall Axel is exiting his own room. I give them all a brief rundown of what’s going to happen next.

Dare steps close behind me, crowding me with his larger body, while I fill everyone in on the details.

“I know we’ve got a lot going on, but I need to eat some breakfast before we do any meet and greets with my would-be father. And coffee. I need coffee.”

Trolls don’t have shit on my temper when I’m left under-caffeinated for long periods of time. Considering the cardio workout I got last night and again this morning, I’m in serious need of nourishment if I’m going to handle meeting my dear old dad for the first time.


CHAPTER


SEVENTEEN

After another series of “my war stories are bigger and better than yours” at breakfast, we’re all congregated in the great hall. We’re all a bit anxious. None of us can keep still. I mentally take a tab of everyone to keep myself from pacing.

Axel, Eryn, and Kirin are circled up talking amongst themselves. Arela is off to Goblin School, as I’m calling it, and Anarchy and Chaos are playing with my belt, occasionally jumping from me to Doyle. Both of us are loaded with weapons that make great landing points for them. Dare and his brothers claim that Goblin will welcome all leath cine, even if they aren’t half goblin. I still have my doubts, considering the Queen’s less than warm welcome. Either way, we’re being overly cautious.

Axel’s head suddenly snaps in the direction of the massive staircase leading into the heart of the castle. His reaction gives me enough time to school my expression—calm, cool, and collected on the outside and a mass of jumbled emotions on the inside. I keep my eyes trained on the figures appearing at the top of the stairs.

At first I only see two pairs of boots start down the stair case. They pause for a moment at the top and I keep my eyes peeled for what’s to follow as they descend farther.

Kirin scoffs at the dramatic gesture, rolling his eyes. I give him a wry smile and focus my attention on those that I haven’t met yet. Standing next to King Teag is a stout and burly looking goblin, the jeweled seal on his upper chest indicating his high rank.

This must be Tore MacDouglas. Half goblin, half elf, previous King of Goblin’s only surviving son and, supposedly, my father. The only indication that he is in any way elven is the color of his eyes—cyan blue and violet, just like mine. The purple surrounding his irises is just a shade darker than my own but other than that small detail, our eyes are the same. The realization knocks the breath out of me. I keep my expression calm and take a moment to asses my feelings. The waves of emotions battering my insides chip away at the wall I erected as a child to protect myself from disappointment from my parents.

Happiness that I might finally be meeting my father. Doubt that he is my father. Resentment that he’d left me alone all these years. Anger that he hasn’t tried to look for me, and finally, curiosity at the type of man he is. Is he a good man? Does he keep his word, or does he twist his words like a politician? Does it matter either way? I hold few illusions of a happy reunion of a long lost father and daughter. I gave those up around the age of ten when one of the older kids at MECA found me crying in a dark corner of the compound. Brutally honest and gentle at the same time, she told me what to expect as I grew up, or what not to expect from my parents.

As their boots hit the last step, I stand my ground, shoulders back. My focus snaps back to what’s in front of me. I take in every little detail of Tore’s appearance.

He’s massive. His giant arms hang loosely by his sides and his face is set in a neutral expression. He has laugh lines at the corners of his eyes and a few runes marking what I can see of his forearms left bare by his shirt. His hair is a deep red—the deep red of clay bricks. So dark it looks almost deep brown until the sun shining through the stained glass windows high above us in the main hall hits the strands. Grudgingly, I admit that it would explain where I get the red hair from and the eyes too, but all of that can be glamoured. Usually I can tell if someone is holding a glamour if I’m able to get close enough to them. If he really is my father, some of my abilities could be similar to his, and he could be shielding hard enough that even I can’t detect it.

I make a mental note to try and figure out what his abilities might be in the future, and I finally let my eyes meet his. I raise one brow, hoping it will distract him from our stale mate of locked gazes. It doesn’t. Instead he raises his own at the same time.

His sudden booming laughter makes me jump. He breaks our staring contest and starts forward, his arms held open slightly at his sides, his palms facing me. If he was expecting a hug, he doesn’t let his disappointment show as I thrust my hand out between us, the motion halting his progress and keeping him at arm’s length.

He takes my smaller hand in his.

“As you may have already guessed, I’m Tore MacDouglas. And you must be Ever. I’ve been waiting a long time to meet you, Ever.”

“That would be me. Ever Leath. Behind me you’ve got Doyle, Eryn, Kirin, and Axel, who you might remember as he was in Goblin until he was about age ten or so.”

Tore wears a jovial smile on his face as he nods at each of them. His posture remains relaxed as he takes his time looking us all over.

I don’t bother to turn around as Dare comes up behind me, his presence blanketing me. He’s close enough that if I twitch my hand slightly I can touch him, but not so close that it’ll raise any suspicions among the onlookers.

He asks me the million-dollar question.

“Convinced now, little álainn?”

I turn and bare my teeth in a semblance of a smile. “You’re joking, right?”

His smirk turns to a frown and he scratches his eyebrow.

“Anyone could glamour eyes like mine if they have the capabilities. I’m not going to just assume that because he wears a smile—”

“Nor would I expect you to take who I am at face value.” Tore presses his lips together, keeping eye contact with me when I turn back to him. “I’ve heard of what happened within the Light Elven Kingdom. Come. Let’s talk about this matter and get down to the bottom of it.” He waves us forward and starts toward the now cleared giant table we had all eaten breakfast on.

Something in his tone makes me think that what he suggested is a good idea. The instant feeling of trust makes me wary of him, and my hackles rise. I can make people see things like they’re right in front of them. What if Tore can make me do something with a suggestion? I shake my head and walk over to the table, determined to keep an open mind, but also just as determined to keep my hopes to a minimum.

Kirin and Doyle snag us seats with the wall to our backs so we can focus on what’s in front of us. Even though they said goblins are friendly to us, my crew and I have learned to not take people’s word at face value, not until they’ve proven to us that they can be trustworthy. The rest of us take seats, while Doyle and Kirin lean against the wall. Both cross their arms over their chests.

With a wave of his hand, Tore tells the royal guards to stand down. Instantly their hands are no longer hovering over the pommels of their swords hanging from their belts.

“How about some cider for the table?” Tore directs the question at one of the guards who walks off to do as he’s asked. We all nod.

Tore exchanges a look with King Teag. “Let’s start from the beginning shall we?”

I roll my eyes. I’m sick of court niceties. I want to get down to the dirty details. “Yes, why don’t we start at the beginning?” I smile, showing all my teeth and hardening my gaze. “How long have you known about me?”

“I’ve known you existed for fifteen years.”

Before I can cut him off with more questions, he raises his hands in front of him defensively.

“And I have been searching for you since the moment I found out I might have a daughter.”

“Explain.” I lean back and cross my arms over my chest, ignoring the tight feeling behind my ribs where my heart is located.

“After our brief period of no longer allowing elves into our kingdom, we had a few visits from the high elves and members of the extended Light Elven royal family. During one of those times, I was with your mother.”

My eyes nearly pop out of my head and he turns a slight shade of red. I snicker at his discomfort and motion for him to continue.

“We were together once, and then she left. I heard nothing of her again until an exiled maid came to us. She was once a maid in your mother’s house.” Pausing, he takes a sip of cider from his silver goblet, his giant hand dwarfing the cup. “When I asked about her, the maid froze and wouldn’t give me any information at first. I kept trying to get her to talk, not sure why she was reluctant to tell me about your mother’s wellbeing. Then the maid told me that your mother had had a child and sent her to live with MECA. I had no idea it was even possible. It had been ten years since I had seen your mother. The maid told me it was quite the scandal, as your mother wouldn’t give the father’s name and there were no rumors of who she was with before or after her visit to Goblin.”

The appearance of Anarchy and Chaos on the table make Tore pause. The little gargoyles creep toward the bowl the thoughtful maid left for them. It is filled with some cloudy white liquid which I assume is safe for them or Dare would have removed it when it appeared. Their little forked tongues snake out and take a taste of the liquid. At their delighted noises, we turn our attention back to the story at hand, the mood considerably lighter than before.

“As I was saying.” Tore clears his throat. “At her mention of Callista’s visit to Goblin, I got to thinking and sent a letter to your mother. I received one back telling me to never speak of the babe again. From there, I was determined to find you. I had to know if you were mine.”

I nod and try to wrap my mind around the entire situation. “So I might not be your daughter. The only one who can confirm that, without a doubt, is my mother?”

“Aye, she’s the only one who can tell us. But I think we might already know the answer to our question.” His eyes are kind as they meet mine, and his lips tilt up in a small smile.

“I wish I could accept that answer, but I need proof. And until I can safely talk to my mother, I don’t know whether you are my father.” I grew up dreaming about what meeting my father would be like. I’ve been disappointed too many times to accept his conclusions at face value. I need my mother to confirm it. And to do that, to build a relationship with the man who may have fathered me, I have to sort out all the shit happening over in the Light Elven Kingdom. I turn my attention to Dare and steer us away from the subject of my parentage, pushing my feelings away for the moment.

“What do we know about the shit storm happening in the Light Elven Kingdom? About Cashel? Was anyone able to contact my uncle?” If I’ve learned anything from him so far, it’s that he’s brutally honest, and a situation like this calls for that type of honesty.

“We sent messages to your uncle as soon as we arrived. They were for his eyes only and were not to be given to anyone but him per your request. As for Cashel’s whereabouts, we are unable to find him at the moment, but the letters included what happened and we should know more soon,” Dare replies.

Nodding my thanks at him, I look around the table. Two weeks ago if someone had told me I would be sitting at a large wooden table in the Goblin Kingdom with the King of Goblin, his advisor, three of his sons, a few dozen guards, and my crew, I would have spit my drink out laughing. Now it’s my reality. As far as predicaments go, this one isn’t so bad.

I shrug and ask a final question. “What now?”

Dare’s tone is protective but the look in his eyes is deadly. “Now we wait.”


CHAPTER


EIGHTEEN

Waiting around has never been my strong suit. In fact, I’d say patience is my worst quality. Instead of sitting here and twiddling our thumbs, I snag Anarchy and Chaos and my crew, and we head to check out more of the grounds of the castle. This time, however, I’m staying with a group and not wandering off alone. I may be paranoid, but the last time I left my crew and walked back into a strange house by myself I got kidnapped by a psychotic elf. We watch a group of soldiers training in one of the fenced in areas in the courtyard, placing bets on who’ll win each match.

At my thought of Arradel, I ask, “Oy, anyone find out what it was that the bitch-maid used to drug me?”

The dropped jaws and wide eyes around me prompt my defensive shrug.

“What? I can admire the fact that she used something good. Even though she’s bat shit crazy, she’s good. I’ll give her that, even though I was the one getting drugged… I should probably shut up now.” I purse my lips, ignore their looks of outrage, and focus on the training happening in front of me instead.

“She used a combination of poppy and valerian, as well as a few other things from what we could tell,” came the answer from behind me.

I turn my head but keep my back to him with my arms still resting on top of the fence.

“Dagan,” I say, my less than enthusiastic tone giving away my unwillingness to thank him for giving me the answer I was looking for.

He approaches our group slowly and keeps an eye on the boys before resting his own forearms against the railing on the other side of Eryn. Leaning forward a bit, his lips flat rather than twisted in derision for once, he makes eye contact with me before talking.

“Her mixture is something we will work to get out of her, but she will stand trial soon for her crimes against the Goblin Kingdom as well as against you. I was coming to inform you that you can testify against her if you wish, but the evidence is pretty damning already.” He shrugs at the last part.

Part of me understands why she did it. She missed home, longed for it. She did everything she could to get back, but in the end it wasn’t enough.

“Yeah, I’ll be there.”

“You won’t be there, Ever. I won’t allow you to deal with her pleading for mercy and trying to make you feel bad for the fact that she kidnapped you.” The growly command comes from behind me.

My shoulders tense. Whipping around so fast I almost give myself whiplash, I square off with Dare.

“You won’t allow me?” My voice is low and clipped.

“No, she will only—”

“I know what she will try to do, Dare.” I cut him off this time, using his name to grab his attention. “A word?” I grit out, between clenched teeth. I grab a fistful of another one of his black shirts before dragging him a few feet from the others.

“Ever,” he starts, but stops when I hold up my hand.

“Don’t. Don’t ever tell me what I can and can’t do. You do not own me. We had sex. Last I checked that doesn’t suddenly mean you have any claim to me. In fact, it won’t be happening again, so you can forget about ever having a claim to me.” I’m seething. Beyond mad that he thinks he can control me because he gave me a few orgasms.

His expression turns dark, and he speaks low. “Yes, we had sex. That is not what this is about. What it’s about is me trying to protect you from yourself.”

“And what makes you think you know me so well that you can protect me from myself?” My chest heaves as frustration boils my blood. At the same time, wonder at his caring creeps in. No one has ever tried to protect me from myself outside of my crew. The feeling is strange but not unwelcome.

“I have watched you for the past two weeks. I have gotten to know you pretty well.” He rests his hand on my upper arm.

My flesh tingles at the contact. His touch momentarily distracts me with memories from this morning, and I don’t immediately shake him off. He invades my space, and his chest brushes mine with each breath we take.

The sudden screeching of an alarm snaps me out of my daze. The sound reminds me of a wailing creature—the wail of a banshee being the closest thing I can relate it too, but on a scale of a five alarm fire. The soldiers who were training run past me toward the front of the castle, and I move to follow. A blade is slapped into my waiting palm as Doyle calmly walks up to us. The cool steel brings me back to sanity and away from the cliff of desire I was teetering on.

I don’t bother to run toward the mass of people congregating around the front of the castle. Instead I hang back to scope out the situation and assess my next move. Dare’s hand on my arm stops my progress and ramps up my adrenaline further. The anger from earlier adds to the power pumping through my veins.

“We will finish this later.” He narrows eyes. “For now, stay close. I don’t know what has happened, but you’re glowing again.” He lets go of my arm. He takes a few steps ahead of me before he looks back.

I look down. I’m glowing like a gods damned glowworm. And the markings are back from the first time we had touched. I want to further examine them but I don’t have the time to do so at the moment. I huff out a breath and motion for my crew to stay close.

We make our way toward the large group now forming in front of the main steps into the castle. I keep an eye on my surroundings and take point since most of the goblins in front of me keep me hidden from view. I slowly make my way through them, moving through the crowd like a tendril of smoke. Silent and quickly disappearing from view. I keep back a few rows from the front while my crew fans out around me. I check Doyle’s reaction to the situation, and my stomach flip-flops when I see his dropped jaw. Rising up on my tip toes, I’m still unable to get a clear view of who’s suddenly in the Goblin Kingdom that isn’t supposed to be.

The back of my neck prickles as Dare shadows me through the crowd. I inch to the right and tendrils of annoyance progress through me. He’s about as inconspicuous as a bulldozer. Another step to the right, and I’m met with a clear view of the happenings in the courtyard.

I can’t stop the words that fall from my lips like bricks being thrown from the top of a building.


CHAPTER


NINETEEN

“Ho-ly-fucking-shit!”

The words echo through the courtyard, and judging by the sudden space left by those who had been standing next to me, I’ve said the wrong thing. Damnit. My mouth is going to get me into a situation I can’t get out of one day.

My uncle Caddox, King of the Light Elves, is standing in the middle of the courtyard, surrounded by at least ten of his Elite Guard and another twenty of the Goblin’s Royal Guards. Having enough sense to look around and get a feel for the sudden appearance of the Light Elven King, I make my way through the final few rows of people. I feel like I’m walking on lily pads in a pond filled with piranhas as everyone’s eyes are on me and my stomach knots.

Some people’s mouths have fallen open, and others touch their chests as if checking to see if their hearts are still beating. Mostly, their jaws are tight and their eyes are narrowed in a harsh squint. I can’t say I blame the looks of hatred. Caddox’s father was the one who broke the bond between the Goblin and the Elven Kingdoms. His actions had cut so deep that the wound had yet to heal four hundred years later. Since taking the throne, Caddox has yet to get rid of the declaration that left many of these people without a home, their children no longer safe within the walls they were raised in. On the other hand, what can he do? There isn’t much that can be done to repair a rift like that. He could repeal it, but what about those who had willingly given up their children? Those who had sent their children to be raised in Goblin or left them to the human world before MECA was created? It’s one thing to say the declaration is no more. It’s another thing entirely to enforce it and change the thinking that was forced upon everyone under threat of death.

It wasn’t just a knock on the door saying leave the kingdom. It had been a witch hunt. The guards knocked on doors, separating mother and child in the dead of night and removing them from their homes. The guards were ordered to kill children and mothers alike, for no other reason other than their bloodlines. All for actions from the past. In the case of the children, the actions were no fault of their own. Before the laws came into effect, harmony existed between Goblin and the Light Elven Kingdoms, but the King and Queen of Elven didn’t set foot in Goblin in over four hundred years. They leave the trading and other political dealings to other members of the royal family.

Taking that final step into the open circle left by the surrounding crowd, I meet my uncle head on.

“Uncle Caddox… I …” I shake my head and brush off my shock. “What in the hell are you doing here? Are you insane?” I whisper-shout the words at him with my eyes wide.

He strides forward. He doesn’t make it far before he’s blocked by the goblin guards. “Ever!” he gasps, looking momentarily at the arms extended before him before locking his gaze with mine. “You’re okay. Thank Dhia!”

I frown. “Yeah, I’m okay. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I received reports that you were seen leaving the Light Elven Kingdom limping and covered in blood, supporting another elf. Then I get this note that left out important things like your wellbeing.” He waves the note around dramatically and his eyes narrow on me like I’m the crazy one who didn’t remember something.

“Ooh…Yeah, about that. You see, that wasn’t my blood.”

“Who’s was it then?” he asks calmly with his hands clasped in front of him.

He keeps his cool despite the potential danger to him while within the walls of the Goblin Kingdom, I’ll give him that. I’d be shaking in my boots.

King Teag steps forward with Tore at his side. “I think this matter would be better addressed in private.” His tone leaves no doubt that his suggestion isn’t optional.

Dare waves us forward, and we all follow King Teag up the steps. My uncle follows closely behind us, still surrounded by menacing looking guards. Guards lead us down one of the hallways leading out from the main hall and into a sort of battle room. There are tables covered in maps, which are quickly covered with black cloths. The guards act efficiently and with practiced movements. The tables are shoved together with a loud bang and pushed into the corner. Two more are carried in and set facing each other, creating a wide table in the center. The chairs from the previous table are propelled toward the new one, and we’re directed to take a seat at the end of the table farthest from the door.

We’re all doing what we’re told, no questions asked. I, for one, would like to keep breathing. Even when I’m in awe of the show of force of the goblin guards, the thought that they can mobilize so quickly sends a frisson of fear skittering down my spine. The Light Elven King showing up in the Goblin King’s home, unannounced and uninvited, is something that’s never happened. As in never ever. Because I happen to be related to said Elven King and am a guest of the Goblin King at the moment, I don’t want to push my luck. They’d given me a safe place from Cashel and his demented plans, and I’m grateful for that.

We all get settled in our spots, and we don’t have to wait long until Caddox is escorted in by guards. He’s no longer sporting any of the weapons he brought with him, which doesn’t surprise me. What does surprise me is the smile on his face. I give him a what-the-hell look, and he only smiles wider before turning his attention to Teag.

Teag has lost most if not all of his weapons as well. Probably out of respect for the fact that my uncle is pretty much naked and defenseless here. I chuckle at my own thoughts, and Eryn swats at me. I have no sympathy for Caddox, should something happen though. He appeared without any warning. For all the Goblins know he could have been here to attack.

The tension in the room is palpable. Everyone is stiff and restless at the same time. Both Kings stare intently at each other as we watch. Dare, Dax, and Dagan all stand at the ready as well as the other guards in the room with us. Two of which are my uncle’s guards. They look bereft without all their armor and weapons on them. Kind of like when a sheep is shaved. It’s uncomfortable to watch the sheep adjust to being naked.

Unable to take the tension any longer, I decide I’ll be the biggest person in the room and get rid of the dick comparison contest happening in front of us.

I clap my hands together, startling both Kings. They turn their heads sharply toward me.

“Okay, then, let’s get this show on the road, yeah? Uncle Caddox, I think you have some explaining to do here to our Goblin hosts. You also owe me some answers as to why you decided to breach treaties and risk your own neck. All to make sure I was okay in Goblin instead of just responding to the note I sent you.” I end the last part in a higher pitch than I started. The sheer amount of crazy happening today is starting to make my head spin.

Ever the politician, Caddox turns to King Teag and addresses him first. “King Teag, I beg your forgiveness for my rash actions in suddenly appearing within your territory. My actions were pure of heart, and no harm will come to you at my hands. This I can promise you.”

Teag arches an eyebrow. “And I can assure you no harm will come to you at my hands.”

Both of my brows fly into my hairline, and I see Doyle raise one of his own out of the corner of my eye. We both shake our heads at the twisting of words. No harm will come to you at my hands. That doesn’t include the hands of anyone with them. Guards or anyone else in the vicinity are fair game. One thing the Fae does well is twist words to fit their needs.

They continue to talk about why my uncle came. Eventually, after a lot of pomp and circumstance, it boils down to his concern for my wellbeing. He was worried that I was forced into Goblin and held for ransom or something just as preposterous.

I take a minute to collect my thoughts before I jump right into the conversation.

“As you can see, I’m fine. I’m not being held prisoner. The reason I’m here, however, you might want to brace yourself for.” I press my lips into a thin line. “Cashel Finarben. Yes, that Cashel—your nephew—”

He opens his mouth but I hold up a hand.

“—bought off an exiled elf who was working for the Fitzpatrick’s in Indiana. He promised her forgiveness for all of her past indiscretions. I don’t know what they were, so don’t ask me. But the real kicker is that he also promised she would be his official máistreás.”

I finish with a firm nod of my head, and the clump of nerves resting in my throat clears now that I’ve said my piece. A cough sounds, and I twist to look at Dare. His lips are pressed into a firm line, and his stare is pointed.

“Add some detail, Ever, or I will.”

I cut him a glare. “My mother was also pushing me on Cashel for a while, as well. She said it was an approved match by you. I told her I’d have to check with you first, but she somehow got the letter I sent you and responded.”

“What letter?” Caddox asks.

“The letter you” I put air quotes around the word you—“sent me telling me that you agree with the match and that you encourage me to marry Cashel. Who’s my cousin.” I shudder in disgust.

“I’ve received one letter pertaining to you this past month. That letter is the one that had me appearing out of thin air here.” Caddox taps his finger on the table and scowls.

I sigh and sit back in my seat hard. I look around. Two Kings, a few leath cine, a couple of guards, and an advisor from a previous reign. My shoulders shake, and I avoid everyone’s gaze for a few moments while I try to collect myself. I lose the battle when Doyle’s shoulders brush mine. We lock eyes, and we both burst into hysterical laughter. We lean on each other, and I struggle to breathe.

“Sorry, we—” I break off into giggles again for a few seconds before I can continue. “I just looked around and realized that this little round table we have going right here is insane. This meeting could change lives. But instead, we’re all here because my demented cousin is somehow blackmailing my mother and wants to marry me. All so he can try to over throw the Light Elven King.” Wincing, I meet my uncle’s kind eyes. “Sorry, uncle Caddox. I forgot about that part until now. Lots going on and all. He’s planning to kill everyone in his way to take the throne from you. He let it slip while he thought I was drugged and still sleeping.”

“I figured as much.” Caddox nods. “I’ve had my suspicions for quite some time now.”

Caddox and Teag exchange sidelong glances. Ruling a kingdom is difficult. I, for one, would be a horrible ruler. Oh, you have complaints? Tell it to someone who has time to care about holding your hand rather than keeping you safe. Seriously, I have enough shit to worry about with my crew, let alone an entire kingdom of people.

“What now?” I ask.

“Now, Ever, we deal with the situation.” Caddox sighs and pushes back from the table.

I stand. “What are your plans for Cashel? How will you find him? What will be done?”

He motions for me to slow down. “I will deal with Cashel and let you know when you are safe again. Rest assured he won’t be bothering you again, my little elfling.”

I fight the urge to tell him that if he delivers Cashel to me, I’ll be more than happy to take care of him. I nod and try to trust that my uncle knows what he’s doing.

“We’ll discuss it more when I have more details.” He turns and starts talking politics and how he’ll be leaving the Goblin Kingdom with Teag and Tore.

Dismissed, I turn to my crew and make a circular motion with my finger. It’s our signal for “we needed to circle up somewhere we won’t be disturbed by distractions or listening ears.” Axel tilts his head to the left, indicating he has a spot in mind.

We all nod.

“Well, if I have no further use here in this room of Kings, I’m gonna go find food. And my gargoyles.” I ignore the wide-eyed look aimed my way from my uncle and walk out.

I make my way past the guards and into the hallway heading back to the main hall that we’d eaten breakfast in. I don’t have to wait long until everyone joins me. We don’t bother with words as we all follow Axel to where he’s taking us. Each of us keeps an eye out for any followers while we pretend to just be hanging out together and joking around.

We walk to a small shed used for planting flowers and circle up.

“Kirin you got the door? We clear? Keep an eye out.”

At his nod, I don’t bother with any bullshit and get right down to it. I trust my uncle to take care of the situation that will best suit the crown. What I don’t trust is that everyone I love will come out unscathed, which is unacceptable to me. I clench my fists in frustration.

“I’m calling a ‘fuck this shit’ moment on us not ensuring Cashel is out of the picture ourselves. I’m not willing to risk anyone else’s safety on anyone else’s say-so but my own.”

The guys all nod, but Eryn purses her lips. I take a deep breath and try to calm down so I can listen to her reason for hesitation rather than recklessly flying off the handle.

“Spit it out, Eryn. Poke holes in the idea. Let’s do this shit right so we don’t have to do it again.” I wave my hand.

“I’m not sure our brightest idea is to break into the Light Elven Kingdom. Which I’m assuming is what the plan will involve?” She pauses for a moment, making eye contact with each of us. “Yeah, I thought so. We’d need to figure out how to get in there, and I don’t see that happening, as you are the only one who has been in there, Ever. We can’t sift in there without possibly ending up in walls. We also don’t know the incantation to breach the doors, and none of us are packing the sheer magical juice to do so.”

“Damnit, Eryn,” I whine, frustrated that she’s right. “I just want to break into the Light Elven Kingdom and take care of the problem. But no… you have to make sense and shit.” I grin at her and nudge her shoulder with my own.

She rolls her eyes at me. “Seeing as how I don’t see us getting into Elven, we’re going to need to bring him to us.” Her tone is grim, and her lips are pursed.

“Brilliant!” I grin.

“Fuck no,” Doyle says.

“No way in hell.” Kirin scowls.

“Not going to happen.” Axel shakes his head.

Flipping them all the bird, I pace. They all continue to shake their heads. We all know they’ll go along with whatever plan we all cook up. The best part is that they’ll do it with smiles on their faces. We’ve all started to get a bit itchy sitting around doing nothing. It’s been too long between assignments.

We decide to use me as bait to lure Cashel the Asshole and take turns watching the door and plotting.

“What about Anarchy and Chaos and Arela? We need to have plans in place for them.” I tap a finger on my chin.

“What about keeping Anarchy and Chaos locked in your room so they can’t follow us?” Eryn asks.

“Good idea. And what about Arela? I won’t leave her here again. I made a promise to her and I’m going to keep it.”

Eryn nods. “Leave a note tied to Anarchy or Chaos’s foot telling her what to do if we aren’t back in a certain amount of time. One of us can get another note to Arela so it’s not left in her room where anyone can see it.”

“Okay. Let’s do it. Eryn, can you get the note to her?”

“On it. See you guys at home.” She walks out of the shed to set it up and I look at the guys.

“Right, we know how we were going to get out of Goblin. Sift out and pray they’re slow to catch on and their best trace tracker is on vacation.” I tick off everything on my fingers.

“I’ll take care of smudging our trail as much as I can while you guys bounce around a few times to keep anyone tracking us busy.” Kirin rubs his hands together.

I nod. “Then we set up at the house. Play it casual like we don’t have a care in the world.” The house we all share is in the middle of nowhere in the country and the perfect spot to avoid any innocents getting caught in the mix. “Cashel doesn’t know us that well, and he’s already underestimated me once.”

His willingness to do anything to get me is what I’m counting on. I’ll use that to keep everyone safe if I need to.

“The only thing left to do is ensure that my uncle gets wind of what’s happening and can hear Cashel fess up to everything. Ideas? I’m more than ready to make him sing like a canary and admit everything he’s done. But if I’m alone with him, it’s ‘he said, she said.’ and I’m leath cine.”

“I’ll get word to him and tell him to come in force with his guards.” Axel steps forward.

“That could work. But timing is everything. We can’t send the message too early and have Caddox show up and spook Cashel.”

“I’ll handle it.” Axel nods.

I smile. “Let’s rock and roll then.”

The only things left are to ensure Anarchy and Chaos are safely locked in my room and to make sure Arela’s safe and knows that we aren’t abandoning her. Eryn’s handling the logistics on that, and she’s handling Arela.

I’m ready to get everything done and over with so I can get back to living my life. Whether that means we’ll be in our house outside of Indianapolis or in the Goblin Kingdom, I don’t care. The one thing I do know is that this shit needs to end today.


CHAPTER


TWENTY

I have the radio blasting some unknown song while I sit on our front porch in shorts and a tank top. I’m showing as much skin as I can in hopes that I throw Cashel off. I’m not sure Cashel is smart enough to tell if I’m carrying any concealed weapons, so I’m unarmed.

“Do you want steak tonight for dinner?” Eryn yells over the music.

I lean back in my chair. “Steak sounds good to me!” I have my doubts that our bait tactic will work effectively as Cashel has to know that he’s a hunted man now. My gut tells me to keep my guard up, and I always go with my gut.

The tingling awareness of being watched sends a shock of adrenaline through my system, and I keep myself from tensing in my chair. Maybe we can be done with this prick nice and quick. Honestly, I’m in awe of his stupidity. It’s a miracle someone hasn’t killed him already.

I look over my shoulder. Eryn has started chopping carrots which is the signal that Cashel is here. She’s got one hand moving the knife, the other under the counter top, probably texting Axel, telling him to go grab my uncle. I swing my bottle of soda between my fingers in a circle, and give them the signal that I’m ready to go.

Footsteps sound, but I continue to pretend to chit chat with Eryn about what I want for dessert later.

“Nah, I want something chocolate. What’s this strawberries and cream shit?”

Cashel clears his throat, and I take a deep breath to slow my pounding heart.

Slowly I turn to face him. Eyes wide, mouth dropping open, I hope I’m as good an actress as I think I am. I lean forward and slam the front legs of my chair back down to the deck, and I hope that it has the added effect of drama I’m looking for.

“Wh-What, are you d-doing here?” I stammer, pretending to trip over my words. Gods, if all else fails, I can become an actress and win an award at this point.

Cashel smiles, and he gazes around me, not meeting my eyes directly. I look back to Eryn and check that she’s okay. She is. Just his normal crazy look then. I give him my full attention and wait for his response.

“I’ve come to bring you back to me, my Ever.”

His tone is saccharine sweet. It makes my skin crawl. He runs a hand through his golden hair, which only adds to the creepy vibe he has going.

“Bring me back to you?” I look more closely at him. His hair isn’t gleaming in the sun. It’s greasy, and his clothes appear to have smears of dirt on them. He’s been hiding out from someone or something since I last saw him. He’s no longer polished and put together. Slumming it like the slug he is. Fitting.

“Yes, my love, back to me. You belong with me. By my side. How can you not know how much I love you? How much you mean to me?”

“How much do I mean to you?” I ask while trying not to gag at his words. I need to keep him talking so I lean forward and dip my head down before looking up at him through my eyelashes. Resting my elbows on my thighs, my soda between my fingers, I slowly twirl the bottle in circles to let my team know I’m okay and don’t need back up.

“I have done so much to ensure we will be together, my Ever.” He sighs and runs his hand through his hair again.

I prepare myself for a long drawn out tale of his trials and tribulations about murdering and blackmailing people to get what he wants. My pulse slows down as I wait for him to make a move, but my senses are still on high alert as I hear each and every creature in the forest around our house moving about.

“You mean the thing with my mother?” I tilt my head. I’m going for my best dumb bimbo tone, but I’m not sure I can make my voice squeak enough to get it right.

“Your mother is one of the final parts I needed to make my plans work. It was not easy to get the information that would force her to help me in obtaining your hand in marriage.” He huffs and looks toward the trees. “I had to track down that maid she had dismissed at the time of your birth and threaten her family in Elven. Then I had to find that maid in the goblin manor who was willing to get you to me by any means necessary. I had to kill those who were going to expose me myself.” He looks down at his hands before rubbing his palms on his pants like they’re still stained with blood.

“You’ve gone through a lot of effort to get to me,” I say, not sure what else I can say to his ramblings other than, you’re crazy as hell guy.

A gasp sounds behind me and I tear my attention from his face. I jump to my feet. Glass shatters when I drop my bottle of soda. An elf is behind Eryn, holding the knife she had been using to chop carrots to her throat. His arm around her chest keeps her arms pinned to her sides, and his other hand is tangled in her long hair, keeping her head back and still.

I whip my head back and forth between Eryn and Cashel, unsure what move to make first. Go for Cashel and subdue him, trusting that Eryn can take care of herself, or do whatever it takes to get that knife away from her neck? I’ve got a better chance of besting Cashel once I’m in his clutches, so I turn slightly, still keeping Eryn in my line of vision but giving most of my attention to Cashel.

“What do you want?” I ask, my lip curled in hatred.

“I want you to divest yourself of weapons. I know you have some, so don’t pretend you don’t. Then I want you to walk over to me slowly with your arms out.” He keeps eye contact with me as he gives his instructions, his gaze never wavering from my own.

I reach into my boot and remove my hidden blade. Carefully, so I don’t startle him or the elf holding Eryn, I reach behind me, removing the second blade clipped to my belt. Arms held wide, I turn in a circle, showing Cashel that I’m no longer armed.

I jerk my chin up at him. “Let her go, and I come over to you.”

He shakes his head. “Oh, my Ever. You must really think I am stupid.” He sighs. “You walk over to me. Don’t even think about trying anything. Once I have you in these”—he holds up a pair of cuffs between his fingers—“my friend over there will remove the knife from her throat.”

I watch him closely as his face twists. The cuffs must be dipped in cold iron. Elves have issues with iron. Should I make him wait a little bit longer while he holds the cuffs? Will it zap his strength enough to give me the tiniest advantage I need? I’ve never had any problems with iron despite my mixed heritage. I can’t risk Eryn getting hurt if my stall tactics piss him off. I’ll figure out a way to get out of them. I walk toward him and keep my eye on Eryn.

“Don’t do it, Ever!” Eryn shouts at me.

She struggles against the large elf holding her. He loosens his hold on her and leans down and says something in her ear. The music is still on so I can’t make it out, but Eryn renews her efforts, struggling harder.

Eryn goes still, and a trickle of crimson blood trails down her throat. That bastard nicked her.

“Eryn! Stop struggling. It will all be okay.” My voice waivers on the last syllable as helplessness washes over me.

Doyle and Kirin are hanging back and are ready to help us as soon as they can, once Cashel is in the woods with me. Logically I know that Eryn will be okay. We have back up. But at the moment I feel completely alone in dealing with the situation at hand. My instincts scream at me to kill Cashel and take out his man, but I can’t do it all at once by myself. I’m good, but I’m not that good. No one is. My shout must have pierced through the music because Eryn stays still, and her wide eyed stare locks with mine.

I step forward and hold my wrists together in front of me. “Cuff me. Let’s get this over with.” As soon as the metal touches my wrists I wince for effect. I need Cashel to think that the cold iron has the same effect on me as it does a normal elf. The last cuff clicks into place, and I stand there, only steps away from him. Steps away from being able to end his existence. I wrangle my hatred and lock it down tight for now. For now, I’ll play his game so Eryn will be okay.

“Now, Eryn. Let her go, or I go nowhere.” I narrow my eyes. This entire scheme was my idea and I will never forgive myself if anything happens to her.

Cashel motions to the man. The man keeps his hand firmly on Eryn’s arm before he jerks her into him, the knife now held in front of her stomach, the tip of the blade pointing toward her.

“You said you’d let her go!” I jerk my head from one direction to the other, not sure who I should keep my focus on.

“No, I said he would remove the knife from her throat. It is no longer at her throat, is it now?” He smirks.

Gods damnit! I didn’t clarify that part before striking the deal with him. I know better. Shit, shit, shit.

“Let her go on good faith,” I bargain. “Better yet, take her with us.”

“She’ll only hamper my plans, and I have great plans for the both of us, my Ever.”

Groaning, I give it one last shot. “I don’t understand what you want with me. I’m leath cine, for Goddess’s sake! I’m only half elf. I’m useless to you, if it’s the crown you’re after. They would never accept me as queen. You have to know that!” I shake my cuffed hands in front of me, my body tense.

“They will accept your or be sentenced to death.” His lips twist into an evil grin as he cackles.

I step toward him, done fighting with his delusions. I glance at Eryn out of the corner of my eye and nod. She knows what to do. I only pray that she takes her captor by surprise and is able to subdue him once Cashel and I are away from the house.

He slips his hand into the crook of my elbow and leads me around the house toward the woods. The direction he’s taking leads toward our closest neighbor’s house. Our closest neighbor is a solid mile and a half away, giving me plenty of time for backup to arrive.

“I don’t understand, Cashel.” I huff, dragging my feet as much as possible while he pulls me behind him through the woods. “You can’t kill everyone who disagrees with me. You’ll be king of nothing.”

I keep my senses sharp as I try to keep him talking in hopes that it lulls him into a false sense of victory. Little does he know that Doyle and Kirin are close by, just not close enough to spot, and Axel is waiting at the road. All of them are probably waiting for us and ready to put a knife in Cashel’s shriveled heart. By now they’ll have been alerted to what’s going on and prepping for what’ll happen next.

“I will take the throne by force. Caddox doesn’t understand that he isn’t enforcing the declaration correctly.” He spits out our uncle’s name like a curse, his face turning red. “Our grandfather was a fool. He was scared of what would happen. Scared of progress.” He looks around for a moment before continuing on the path we’re on.

What an idiot. He even has us on a clearly traveled path. I roll my eyes at his stupidity and lack of general survival skills.

“And what exactly is going to happen? Other than you taking the throne?”

“The prophecy will be complete, and I will rule all of Elven and Goblin with you by my side, my Ever.”

I stare wide-eyed at the back of his head in shock. I can’t even formulate a coherent thought. Prophecy? As in, crystal ball, fortune teller prophecy? Rule Elven and Goblin? Like under one ruler? Once again, I wonder if he’s smoking some sort of elf crack because he’s high as fuck if he thinks that will ever happen.

I mentally slap myself and gather my words together in a sentence I hope sounds intelligent. “And where exactly does this prophecy come from?”

Cashel mutters to himself, looking back and forth at a fork in the path, scratching his head.

“Do you want to go farther into the woods or to the road?” I ask out of sheer amusement. He wouldn’t be able to find his way out of a paper bag. His sense of direction is that bad.

“Road.”

He jerks my arm to the right after I motion my cuffed hands in that direction. I stumble a bit at his sudden motion.

Now that we’re on the right track, he slows his pace a bit, walking beside me instead of dragging me behind him like an errant child. A flash of movement out of the corner of my eye alerts me that back up has arrived. Now to keep him distracted long enough for them to get into place.

“Cashel, the prophecy?” I question again. “Where did you hear of this prophecy? Some witch doctor?” I shake my head, my brows in my hair line, trying not to laugh at his idea of a prophecy that involves me.

He smiles. “In one of his journals, our grandfather foretold of a girl who would be half-elf, half-goblin who would unite the two kingdoms in harmony. She would be of fiery hair and azure eyes. She would be full of light and illusion.”

A gasp escapes my lips before I can stop it. I stand there dumbfounded, my mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water. My heart races and my hands shake as I repeat his words in my head. Fiery hair and azure eyes. Full of light and illusion. My hair is fire red, and my eyes are azure ringed in lilac. No, no, no, no, no. Our grandfather was insane. There’s no way any of this is true. Cashel has to be making this all up to go along with his delusions.

“It was said that she would birth the future heir to both kingdoms, and through her, Elven and Goblin would become the most feared of the Fae kingdoms.”

Feared of the Fae kingdoms? What does he think? That the goblins and the light elves will be taking on the light and dark courts? Their numbers alone far surpass ours, even if the goblins and elves do combine. Also, no babies planned anytime soon. As in like ever.

“I think you have the wrong girl, Cashel.” I shrug as nonchalantly as my shaking body will let me. “Hate to break it to you, but I won’t be having kids.” His words further sinking in, I ask, “Wait. If this girl is supposed to unite kingdoms and amass power and such, why would our grandfather outlaw the union of elves and goblins? Why would he go after all those who were half-goblin, half -elf? Why not go after all that power himself? Your logic doesn’t make any sense.”

He jumps toward me suddenly, and I step back.

“Ah! But it does. It does! He was a coward. Too afraid to find this girl and use her for his own purposes. He was selfish and wanted to keep the throne for himself.”

“You have no way of knowing any of this. Unless he wrote that in his journals, there could have been other reasons for his actions. Not that they are good actions to begin with…” Speaking of horrible ideas, Cashel wants the throne for himself too, so his own actions are purely selfish. What a hypocrite. The realization sends the doubt and fear thrumming through me away and replaces it with confidence and determination. I square my shoulders and take a deep breath.

We’re almost to the road, and I get ready for Doyle and Kirin to make their move. They’ll have the most space to move on the open road rather than surrounded by trees. I continue my efforts to keep him distracted and talking.

“Hey, Cashel? What makes you think I’m the girl in the prophecy?” I’m honestly curious at this point, because he can’t be so crazy that he imagined all of this shit. At least I don’t think so.

“Isn’t it obvious? Your hair is like ropes of red silk, and your eyes are the purest azure with a ring of lilac. Your abilities include illusions, and you are half-goblin half-elf, of course.”

“We don’t know if I’m half goblin or not.” I speak the words out of pure habit. The similarities he mentioned are correct, but I can’t be the only redheaded half-elf with azure eyes and the ability to work glamour and illusions.

Only feet from the road now, he still has the faraway look in his eyes but is no longer talking. What is he thinking?

Keep him talking, Ever. Better safe than sorry. “Cashel? Which way are we going when we get to the road? I’m assuming you have a plan, right?” I tilt my head and try not to wince at the sound of my own whiny voice.

He doesn’t bother to answer me. Instead, he renews his fast pace down the final stretch of the path. Just like that, he’s back to dragging me behind him by his bruising grip on my arm.

Twigs snap and leaves rustle as boots hit the ground behind us. I felt the air of tension, so it didn’t surprise me, but the wide-eyed look of panic Cashel directs my way tells me he wasn’t expecting company.

Turning us, he positions me in front of him, and a blade appears in front of my face. Love of the gods, does he only have one plan of attack? Aim a knife at a girl’s face? Even though I know I can get out of his hold, it doesn’t stop my heart from skipping a beat as I stare at my reflection in the blade in front of my nose. I nod slightly to Doyle, who’s standing side by side with Kirin. Both of them wear harsh scowls.

Dare, his brothers, and Tore suddenly appear behind Doyle and Kirin, my uncle popping in only seconds after. I hadn’t expected the cavalry to show up this quickly, and I do a double take. It almost costs me a chunk out of my cheek when Cashel jerks me back into him.

“Stay still. I do not wish to mar your pretty face, my Ever.”

It isn’t easy, when my every instinct is telling me to fight him off rather than remain motionless.

“Tell me you got all this shit.” I holler, my patience with the whole “me being captive” situation waning.

Caddox steps forward and nods. A look of pure rage contorts his features as he addresses Cashel.

“Let her go, Cashel. It’s over,” Caddox orders, the authority in his voice leaving no room for argument.

“No!” Cashel screeches in my ear. His hand holding the tip of the blade to my neck shakes, and his entire body is vibrating.

Stepping forward with a look of fury twisting the features of his face, his nostrils flaring, Dare speaks. “Release her. Now.” He snarls, his lip curling. His tone is dark, and his eyes promise revenge for each and every one of Cashel’s actions against me.

The knife at my neck cuts into my skin, and hot, thick liquid runs down my neck. Dare’s gaze cuts to the line of red.

Dare bellows a battle cry, and he lunges for me. His actions leave me barely enough time to jerk my neck to the side and farther away from the sharp blade. Cashel jumps, and he drops his arms from around me before he leaps toward the road behind us.

Multiple shouts of, “Mac soith!” sound, but they needn’t have worried.

Dare holds out a hand and narrows his eyes on Cashel’s back. He mutters a few words under his breath, and Cashel crumples to the ground, screaming. The sound is horrific. He clutches at his head and squeezes his eyes shut.

Still in cuffs, I can’t do much to help at this point but wince as Cashel’s screams assail my ears. I approach Dare, careful to stay in his line of sight. Dax and Dagan head toward Cashel writhing on the ground.

“Ever!” Cashel yells between his sobs of pain. He reaches toward me.

My name passes his lips, and Dare mutters a few more words, his focus solely on Cashel. Cashel’s whimpers of pain turn to shrieks of suffering once more.

Dagan and Dax both yell at Dare, who seems to be intent on killing Cashel, but nothing they say is getting through to him.

Something inside me clicks. I can’t let Dare kill Cashel. Cashel is still considered a part of the royal family in the Light Elven Kingdom. It would mean a death sentence for Dare. I can’t lose Dare. I can’t. I take the final few steps that separate us and place my palm against his arm.

“Dare.” When I get no response I try again. I have to get through to him. “Dare. You have to stop.” I speak a bit louder, steel lacing my tone. When that still doesn’t work I go up on my tip toes and yell directly in his ear. “Oy! Dare! Lay off!” I slap my still cuffed hands against his bicep in hopes the sting of the cold iron against his skill will startle him.

He shudders and blinks slowly before turning his head and looking directly into my eyes.

Growling, he roughly grabs me into his arms and crushes me to his chest. My cuffed hands leave me unable to return his embrace, but his arms around me send a wave of relief through me. We did it. We caught Cashel. Just as suddenly as Dare gathered me to him, he pushes me back, searching my face. He runs his hands over every inch of me until he looks at the cut under my jaw. His whole body tenses, and he tilts my head upward with a knuckle underneath my jaw. He tenderly traces the scratch marring my neck before casting his eyes downward.

“What is it?” I whisper.

“I failed in my promise to you,” he replies.

I bite my lip. “What promise?”

“I promised that no harm would come to you while you were under my protection. And that I would ensure Cashel would feel the same pain you felt from every mark he left on your body.”

I breathe a sigh of relief that I didn’t forget a different promise. “Judging by the soprano he was just singing a minute ago, I think you did more damage to him than was ever done to me. I suffered a few bumps and bruises. You almost turned his mind to mush.” My mood suddenly brighter now, I decide to be nosey and ask about his abilities. “Speaking of which, what exactly was that? Do you turn brains to goo? Or is it like a pain receptor thing?”

“No.” Dare shakes his head at me and chuckles a bit before he picks the lock on my cuffs. He slowly releases my hand before he puts distance between us.

“Dare, over here.” Dagan waves.

Dare looks over his shoulder. Cashel sits with cuffs on his wrists at Caddox’s feet.

Dare looks back to me with his eyebrows drawn together. “Are you okay alone?”

“What?” I wave a hand. “Oh, yeah. I’ll be fine.” I force a smile and watch.

Dare turns away from me and walks away. My heart grows heavy for a moment, and I rub at my chest.

Someone pushes at my back and I look over my shoulder. Doyle and Kirin both stand there with their arms crossed over their chests. Their mouths are drawn in thin lines.

“You deviated from the plan, Ev,” Doyle says.

“I had no other choice.” I hold up my hands defensively. “Shit! Eryn! Is she okay? Did anyone check on her?” I shake Doyle’s arm, ready to sprint back to the house to check on Eryn.

“Calm down. She’s okay. Once we realized we had those guys with us, Axel went to check on her. She’s fine. A few bumps and bruises but relatively unharmed,” Kirin says, his calm tone soothing my frazzled nerves.

“Good.” I run both hands through my tangled hair. “Good. That’s good. Let’s go home then.”

“Let’s,” they both say at once.

After all this shit I need a goddamn vacation.


CHAPTER


TWENTY-ONE

Before we head out, Caddox assures us Cashel will be kept somewhere he can’t escape. Back at the house, we all clean up in silence. Dare, Dagan, and Dax help us with everything even though they don’t live with us and are free to go back to their lives now that we’ve solved the issue of Cashel haunting my ass. I didn’t expect it but I also didn’t question it. Besides they kinda liked hanging out with us. Their words, not mine. Who’d have thought we would not only be friendly with full-blooded goblins, but actually have them sleeping in our house? I can’t get over the weirdness of it all. It’s not a bad weird or a good weird. It’s just a different kind of something that I can’t put my finger on.

After the day I’ve had, I’m hyper as hell and can’t seem to settle down. My emotions are fluctuating between aggravation that I had to play the captive, happiness that Cashel is handled, worry about what to do about my attraction to Dare, and relief that everyone is safe. I’ve tried everything to calm down, but I’m having no luck. I’ve jumped on a treadmill, which is synonymous with the devil in my vocabulary, to try to burn off some energy. I’ve played video games with Kirin for as long as I was able to sit still, tried to sit and read a book, nothing. Nothing is working. I’m still keyed up from earlier and nothing I do seems to be helping.

I can’t really believe that all the shit from the past few weeks is over. I still haven’t heard from my mother though, and I need her to answer a few pressing questions for me. All the questions swirling around in my head means I’m sitting on the counter eating out of a pint of Ben & Jerry’s Phish Food ice cream at a quarter past one in the morning. Totally in the dark and trying not to wake everyone else up.

The sudden piercing bright light from the fridge being opened scares the shit out of me. I throw my arm up to shield my eyes, and my spoonful of melty caramel and chocolate goodness goes flying to the floor with a clink. Cold ice cream slides down my shirt, and I grumble in frustration, trying to swipe at it to avoid being sticky. Thank god I’m not wearing one of my bras. Those fuckers are expensive, and caramel is a bitch to get out.

“Who is that?” I snarl. I can’t see past the blinding light to the annoying asshole holding the door open without getting anything. “Get something and close the door!”

The door swings closed and spots of color dance in my vision. There goes my night vision.

“Seriously, you fuckers. Which one of you is it? Kirin?”

Faster than I can track, hands are at my hips and that familiar tingle of desire shoots through my body. I tense up not sure of what he’s doing. I try to force my eyes to adjust back to the dark but I’m still only seeing darkness.

“Dare, what are you doing?”

“I heard someone rustling around down here, and I came to check on whoever it was.” He sucks in a deep breath. “Then I saw you in this tiny tank top and nothing but a tiny scrap of lace covering your lower half.” He growls as he moves his hand toward the top of my bare thigh.

“It’s what I wear to bed.” I shiver at his actions and the sound of his growl as it scrapes over my nerve endings. “It’s my house, damn it. I can wear whatever the hell I feel like.”

“You’re practically naked.” He inches my tank top up until his hands meet with my bare skin. Stepping between my legs, he notches himself between my thighs. “You should stay in your room if you can’t wear pants in a house full of people.”

I can’t bring myself to protest as he forces himself against me. My entire body aches with the need to get as close to him as possible. “Oh, Gods. Don’t be ridiculous! Everyone in this house has seen me naked on more than one occasion. Well, besides Dagan.”

Dare bends his head down to my shoulder, moving my hair out of his way before he nips at the sensitive skin between my shoulder and my neck. Rumbles of pleasure bubble up from his chest the entire time.

I lunge forward quickly and bite him right underneath his collar bone, the height difference with him between my legs limiting my reach. “I thought the Fae didn’t have issues with nudity?”

“Ouch. What was that for?” He rubs at the area I just bit, and furrows his brow. He brushes up and down the side of my thigh, until he tangles his fingers in the lace at my hip.

“That was for chastising me like I’m a child rather than a fully grown woman. Just because we drive each other crazy with lust doesn’t mean you can expect me to act like a monk.”

“You had me worried today, little álainn.” His voice sounds calm, but the storm raging in his eyes belies his tone. His expression is earnest.

“I didn’t think it would faze you,” I say honestly. “Yes, you helped me out. And yeah, we had off the charts sex, but I didn’t think that meant much to you. Aren’t goblins notoriously promiscuous until they find their chosen mate? We weren’t mates, so I only thought you’d be mad that I left the Goblin Kingdom without you, not that my throat was almost cut.”

“You thought it wouldn’t faze me.” His tone darkens.

I shrug. “I didn’t. I thought you understood that I’m not in need of saving. I can handle my own safety.”

He scoffs and pulls my body into his larger one. He grips my hip hard, and he slowly trails his other hand up my back, making me shiver. Sweeping my mass of curls out of his way, he palms the back of my neck and brings my mouth up to his.

“I know you can handle your own safety, little tine. But you shouldn’t have to.” He brushes his lips back and forth over mine, teasing me.

I try to chase his mouth with mine and fail in my pursuit. I lick my lips to capture his taste on them. “Kiss me,” I demand.

He tsks at my actions. Forcing me back on the counter, Dare spreads my legs wide to accommodate him between them. My breathing speeds up as my want increases. He continues to brush his lips against my own with feather light kisses.

“You thought I wouldn’t care about your wellbeing?” He darts his tongue out to swipe at the sensitive curve of my upper lip.

I shudder.

Dare continues after swallowing my gasp of surprise.

“After what we’ve shared? You thought you meant nothing?” He tongues the crease in the middle of my lower lip and nips at the plump flesh.

Panting underneath him, I trail my fingers through his hair, the strands tickling the back of my hand. I flick my tongue out to lick at the seam of his firm lips.

He shakes his head. “I want an answer, little tine. Now.”

I try to form a coherent thought through the fog of desire clouding my brain. “It was only sex. We know I’m not your mate, Dare.” Regret washes over me as I cup his jaw, my tone raw and honest. “I’m not good enough for you. You know that. Don’t try to make this something it’s not. I’d be bad for you.”

Growling savagely, he crushes his mouth to mine, laying claim to my lips. The calm mood is shattered by the hunger of his kiss as he devours my mouth. Threading his fingers through my hair, he keeps me pressed as close to him as possible while the strokes of his tongue steal my breath.

I moan and tear at his shirt until the fabric rips a bit at the collar. Not bothering to remove his mouth from mine, he pulls at his shirt. His hands leave my hair and my hip, leaving me free to nip at his lips hungrily.

“Gods, I love the way you kiss me.” I breathe the words between nips.

Shoving at the torn fabric of his shirt between us, I mewl in contentment as my hands meet with the smooth planes of his broad back. My hips jerk, and the sound of more fabric tearing echoes through the empty kitchen as my panties go flying.

“Need you now. Can’t wait.” He reaches between us, and the back of his hand brushes against my wet sex as he pushes his sweats down. “So wet for me, little tine. I wonder what turns you on more? My desire to have all of you, or your desire to make me fight for it?”

I look between our bodies as his cock springs free. I’m glowing again. The symbols on my arms are apparent as I reach for his thick erection. Wrapping my fingers as far as I can around his base, I slowly slide my hand up his rigid heat. I tighten my hand as I reach the sensitive tip of him and watch his face.

His mouth opens in an O. “Do that again.”

I do as he asks before removing my hand after a few strokes. He brings my hand up to his mouth and nibbles at the tips of my fingers.

He moans. “Later, little tine. Later, I want more of your attention on my dick.” His tormented groan is a heady sound to my ears as he lines his thick cock up with my dripping core.

He slips just the tip inside of the dampness between my thighs, teasing me. Languidly, he drives his hips forward, his thickness parting my swollen folds. Mostly inside of me, he moves his hands to just below my knees. Pushing at my knees, he applies pressure until they’re almost touching the counter beneath me and I’m spread open before him, impaled on his cock. He grips the tops of my shoulders and glides in those final few inches.

“My gods.” I bite my lip as I try to contain my moans of delight, so I don’t wake the house.

He stills deep inside me. “The way the walls of your pussy ripple around me… Fuck!” He begins his slow retreat, and every rigid inch of his length sends surges of pleasure through me.

“Dare. So thick inside me. Gods.”

He thrusts hard and fast, bottoming out as he slams into me. Writhing beneath him, I demand more from him. I wrap my fingers around his strong forearms and dig my nails in as he holds me at his mercy.

“Play with your little clit for me, my tine.”

I reach inside my tank top and pinch my nipple.

The shock of pleasure pain makes my pussy tighten around him. I remove my hand from his other arm and trail it down my thigh. He slowly pulls out of my depths. I wiggle my hips with anticipation for his hard returning thrust, but his thrusts are no longer as measured and precise.

Dipping my finger into my own wetness, I bring it up to my clit. I circle the hood of my clit, teasing myself as the pace of his thrusts increase. I loop around my clit faster and faster, my gaze locked with his.

Breathing fast and hard now, I’m so close to the edge. I swirl my finger directly over my swollen nub, and I gasp aloud, jerking from the spark of pleasure.

“You like the feel of your fingers on that swollen clit, my little tine?”

“Yes.” I draw out the word, trying to arch my hips up to meet his harsh thrusts.

“You’re going to come for me, Ever. Me.”

His strokes are hard as he pounds into me, the sound of flesh meeting flesh echoing in my ears.

Unable to form actual words as my entire body pulses with desire, I’m no longer able to control my cries of delight each time he slams into me. Muttering in the goblin language, he grasps my jaw, keeping my focus locked on his face.

“Yes. More. Don’t stop!” I scream as the passion burns through me like an inferno.

“Every time you tighten around me…”

“Yes, Dare, yes.” I soared high as ecstasy grabs hold of me.

Dare bends forward and bites my hardened nipple through my shirt.

“Fuuck.” The pain sends shockwaves through my core once again and my needy cunt clamps around shaft as his thrusts become erratic.

Thrusting once, twice, three times, he growls through his own pleasure, coming down over me and covering my body with his. He spends himself inside me, and he bites the tender skin between my throat and my shoulder, latching on and biting down hard. I wince at the pain before it blends in with my pleasure. I kiss my way up his neck, letting my tongue swirl in different patterns as I go.

We catch our breath and he braces himself on one forearm. Gently, he kisses the spot he just bit so roughly.

“I can’t feel my legs,” I mutter under my breath, stupefied that the sex between us is so mind-blowing. Fate is a mean bitch. Dare is arrogant and rude as hell most of the time, but I wouldn’t mind coming home to him after a long day of chasing down crazies. The thought makes me pause. I’ve never thought about having a permanent partner in my life. Not a romantic one, anyway.

He rises above me and gives me a wide smile before peppering kisses across my cheek to my lips. Running his free hand down my leg, he softly caresses me. “Can you feel your legs now?”

“Yeah, I can feel them now.” I smile back at him and try to shut off my brain so reality can stay at bay a little longer. I kiss his cheek and push my tank top down my stomach from where it had ridden up.

He’s still semi-hard as he slides out of me.

I look around for my panties and don’t see them. It takes me a minute to remember that he ripped them off of me in the heat of the moment and threw them only Gods know where.

I frown at him. “You ripped one of my favorite pairs of panties.”

“I will get you another pair, little álainn.” He kisses the side of my head and avoids my gaze as he pulls his sweats up over his hips.

Dread pools in my stomach but I try to ignore it.

I nod and I hop down from the counter. We didn’t knock the container of ice cream over. Thank the gods. Placing the lid on it, I walk to the freezer bare-assed and shove it inside as quickly as possible so my girly bits don’t freeze.

Following close behind me, he places a hand at my lower back as we walk toward the stairs. The guest room he’s staying in is down here. My room is upstairs. Turning as I take the first step, I meet his lips with my own. The kiss is bittersweet, because it has to be our last. He can never be with me, and I won’t allow myself to be second best once he finds his mate. My heart couldn’t take that.

“Goodnight, Dare,” I whisper softly, hoping my voice doesn’t crack.

“Just this one night, Ever,” he challenges, his flame-colored eyes sparkling with determination as they narrow on my face.

“No. We can’t. Please, don’t make it harder than it has to be.” Saying the words almost brings me to my knees. Sorrow strangles my windpipe as I take another step up the stairs.

Shaking his head, he steps back but not before he gives me a warning. “We will be together, Ever. Even if you can’t see it now. I won’t let you go.” He opens his mouth once more and then shakes his head. “I’ll see you in the morning.” He turns and walks away.

I let him go as my heart cracks at the edges. I let him go because it’s what is best for both of us. I can’t be with him without my heart getting shattered into millions of sharp little pieces. We live in two separate worlds that are too different to try to mesh together. I open my door and throw on a pair of panties before face-planting into my mattress.

If it’s the right thing to do, why do I feel like I just lied to myself and let the best man I’ve ever met walk out of my life?


CHAPTER


TWENTY-TWO

I wake up the next morning with a game plan, the flesh between my legs still tender from Dare. Forcibly pushing him out of my thoughts, I quickly shower and dress as though I’m going to war. Really I’m just battling my own desires and my own wants. If I want everyone else to believe I’m fine with everything, I have to dress the part, including the figurative armor I’ve placed around my fragile heart.

As I reach the bottom step, I screw a chipper smile on my face, determined to get shit done and handled today. Armed with sarcasm and more knives than probably necessary, I waltz into our kitchen. I open the fridge and grab an apple, shoving it in my mouth before I turn and meet the eyes of my crew.

“Yo, yo, yo. How’d everyone sleep?” I ask as soon as I swallow my mouthful of apple. I look everyone over.

Grunts of good and meh’s meet my ears, but there’s no response from Eryn. The guys are currently focused on shoving their mouths full of as much food as possible, not paying attention to either of us. The amount of food they fit into their mouths at once is terrifying. And for that reason I avoid watching them eat.

I meet Eryn’s concerned stare and wince. She’s the only one who can feel the riot of emotions I’m trying desperately to keep hidden. The pain at my decisions, the regret. I subtly shake my head and mouth the word “sorry”. I hope she’ll take the shake of my head as my unwillingness to talk about it. Not now, not ever.

I clap my hands together to grab everyone’s attention. “First and foremost, we need to decide what we are going to do with Arela. I won’t leave her in Goblin to be passed from one shitty family to the next. I propose we talk to the goblins and see if she can continue schooling there, as I think she would benefit from it. I don’t think MECA would let her live with us and go to classes there. I won’t leave her with strangers again, so that option is pretty much out.”

“We can talk to them. I’m sure we could pick her up and drop her off each day,” Axel suggests.

I crack a real smile at his suggestion. “Look at all of us, all domestic and shit.” I chuckle, amused that a bunch of hardened warriors are talking about carpool options and pick up schedules for a teenager.

No matter what it takes, we’ll make sure Arela is taken care of. Even if we have to home school her ourselves if the goblins won’t agree to our proposal, we’ll do it. We’ll find a way, even if it kills me. Either way, I’m not in the business of breaking promises made, and I’m not going to start now.

“Second, we’re going to have to talk with MECA about everything since we’ve been MIA for a while. Anyone talk to them lately?”

Kirin pipes up. “I’ve got it covered, Ev. I’ve kept them updated, and they think we all took a vacation.” His smile widens and he laughs. “I told them we were on an R and R bonding retreat.”

I laugh at his twisted sense of humor. I’m happy to be home and surrounded by my chosen family.

My peace is shattered as I feel his presence behind me. Turning around, I try but fail to pick my jaw up off the floor at their presence in our house. My crew and I all slept in. I was hoping they left for their next whatever it is they do. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

“I didn’t realize you guys were still here…”

“Told you we would be, babe.” Dax winks at me as he grabs a banana from the fruit bowl on the counter.

My cheeks heat.

Dax points a finger in my direction. “I knew that was you last night!”

I want to crawl into a hole and die. Growls echo through the room as Dare steps toward Dax. Dagan is watching me with a smirk painted across his lips. The tips of my ears feel hot, and I refuse to look at Dare out of fear for screaming, “yes we fucked on the counter last night” just to be done with the incredibly uncomfortable situation.

“Ice cream, right?” Dax asks.

I blink at him while my brain processes what he said. I must have heard him wrong.

“I’m sorry, what?” I rub at my forehead.

“Ice cream. You were eating ice cream last night. I swear I heard the sound of the top of a Ben & Jerry’s container hitting the counter last night. That’s my guilty pleasure. What’s your favorite flavor?”

Breathing a deep sigh of relief and thanking any deity up there that Eryn is the only one who can feel what I’m feeling, I nod my head stupidly, giving Dax a small smile.

“Phish Food.” I take another bite of my apple just to be doing anything other than having this awkward conversation.

“Nice.” Dax grins, holding his hand out for a high five.

I reach over to slap his hand and hit only air as Dare hits his arm out of the way before we can make contact.

What the fuck was that? Shaking off my confusion at Dare’s actions, I focus on the here and now. As I finish off my apple, Eryn lays out our plans, talking with the three goblins about what would be best for Arela. Lining up to toss my apple core in the trash across the kitchen, I miss by a mile when I jerk in shock at Dare’s suggestion.

“Why don’t you all just live in Goblin?” His tone is calm but his motives are questionable, in my opinion.

While I open and closed my mouth like a fish, Axel picks up my apple core, which had soared dangerously close to his head when I missed. He tosses it in the trash.

“I don’t think MECA will allow that,” Axel says it slowly, looking at all of us as he speaks to back him up.

“Yeah, no. MECA would disband us. And we would probably be hunted for suddenly going over to the dark side.” A wicked smile stretches across my face. There’s no way in fucking hell I’m living in Goblin where I have to see Dare’s face every day and watch him gallivanting around with some perfect goblin whore.

Nope. Ain’t gonna happen. You can’t pay me enough to do it. We’d all do horribly with nothing to do.

“If the money is an issue, we can always use more Royal Guards,” Dax offers. “We have plenty of special assignments that need teams such as yours to hunt down rogue goblins and various members of the Goblin Kingdom.”

Rubbing my forehead in sheer frustration, I feel a migraine coming on. “Listen, thanks for the offer, but I think we’re all good here. What we’re concerned about is Arela.”

I look around, trying to convey an appreciative vibe when really I want to scream at them and just tell them to stop poking holes in my plans. Even if they’re logical, and I know they are, I’m not mentally ready to abandon MECA and take a chance that the Goblin Kingdom won’t turn ugly on us.

“Do you think we can get in to talk with King Teag? See if we can work something out that will benefit all of us?”

Dagan nods. “Can’t hurt to ask.” His tone is about as cheerful as a punch to the face, his ever present frown only adding to his displeased vibe.

We all get to our feet and start clearing up breakfast.

“Let’s do it then.”
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Our trip into Goblin is quicker this time and far less eventful, and for that I think we’re all thankful. We walk into the main hall and find Arela sitting at one of the tables drawing, Anarchy and Chaos chasing her pencil across the paper and making her laugh at their antics.

King Teag approaches, and I focus my attention on him.

“King Teag… I mean…your Majesty?” I scrunch up my nose, flustered and not quite sure how to address him.

Chuckling at my bumbling ineptitude, he smiles and shakes my hand. “Just Teag will do, Ever.” He waves us to follow him back the way he had come. We all file into the same room they used when my uncle was here.

Taking seats, we get right to it. I lay out our plans for Arela and our proposal before looking to the Goblin King.

“You are determined to care for the girl?” Teag’s hands are folded on the table, his posture relaxed.

“I promised her she wouldn’t deal with that type of situation again,” I huff in frustration. I already explained this once, and I don’t want to be here any longer than necessary. I’m due for some normal right about now, and hanging out with the King of Goblin isn’t anything close to my normal.

He stands and paces a few steps, stroking his beard.

“I’ve a counter offer for you. I am more than happy to allow Arela to continue her schooling here, as I think it is important she know her goblin heritage. But I request that you all spend a bit of time in Goblin yourselves, too.”

My crew and I eye each other. This isn’t a conversation any of us want to have here.

“We’ll have to discuss that a bit more before we can say yes or no.” I take a breath. “With all due respect, trust isn’t going to come easy for us. It was ingrained early on that both Kingdoms wanted nothing to do with us, and you saying that you do doesn’t change that. Not right away, anyway.” Hoping that my honesty hasn’t offended him, I wring my hands in my lap under the table.

“How about this then? You do a mission for us?” His eyes are bright, and his smile wide.

I don’t like that he jumped from “come visit sometimes” to “come work for us.” He has something up his sleeve he thinks we won’t say no to.

“Oh, yeah? And what’s the mission?” I asked cautiously, watching Dare’s and his brothers’ reactions.

They are leaning forward in their seats watching their father, which means they’re either fantastic actors or they truly don’t know what Teag is going to say next. Either option is scary to think about.

Standing, I gear up to say “thanks but no thanks” and head for the door. I’ll grab Arela, my little gargoyles, and head back to the human realm where we know we can figure it all out eventually.

“I believe we have a traitor in our ranks,” the King says, his gaze following my movements as I walk around the table toward the door.

“Sounds like a goblin problem, and none of us are full goblin,” I retort.

“Ah, but that’s where you’re thinking differs from mine, Ever. You are half goblin.”

I shake my head in denial. “We still haven’t confirmed that.”

“And even if you are only a quarter goblin or not goblin at all, you are all still welcome here. We welcome anyone who is in need of a place to call home.”

“I have no solid proof of that,” I say stubbornly.

With everything going on, I pushed this dangerous revelation out of my head. And now it has come back to bite me in the ass. I clench my hands as I try to keep it together until I can get out of this room to sort this all out in a safe space without a King pressuring me.

“Ah, but we have a way to give you that proof.”

My chest constricts. I knew he had something up his sleeve. Son of a bitch.

“And let me guess? For me to get answers, I’ve got to agree to help you find your mole?” There’s always a catch with the Fae, especially Goblins and Elves as they don’t fall under Seelie or Unseelie Court’s rule.

“That I will give to you out of the kindness of my heart,” Teag says. “But that will take time. We can either find your mother to see if she will own up to her actions, or we can find a Druid to help with that. But again, it will take time to find a Druid.” He shrugs. “I would like to know that you are invested in being a part of our community, if not our Kingdom. Our children are our future, and I would like to see that Arela reaches her potential.”

“For a price.” I scoff, crossing my arms and tapping my foot in an agitated rhythm. Bluff, bluff, bluff. Think, Ever, think. Is it worth the risk? Can I make this decision with a clear conscience? How will I keep it from MECA? How will this all work? I rub at my temples as my head starts to throb.

I strike where I can in a last ditch effort. “MECA will never allow for us to help you and remain Guards there.” We all worked so hard for our entire lives to be where we are within the MECA Guard hierarchy. My breathing speeds and my vision narrows until I can only see what’s directly in front of me. I can’t lose everything I’ve worked so hard to get.

“Join my Royal Guard then.” Teag shrugs, as if anything pertaining to the Fae is ever that simple.

“We need time to think about this. I’m assuming the weekend is the same here in Goblin as it is with the humans? No school during those days?”

At his nod, my crew stands.

“We’ll take Arela with us for the weekend and talk everything over with her. We’ll also talk to MECA and see what our options are, and we will get back to you on Monday. I’d request you let Arela continue with her schooling until a permanent solution can be reached.” I hope he’ll be able to see where we’re coming from. He has us between a rock and a hard place.

Teag nods, and we shake hands. As we all head back to the main hall, he places a caveat on the deal.

“If Arela’s with you, I would prefer it if Dare, Dax, and Dagan stay with you to ensure her safety away from the walls of the Goblin Kingdom.” Of course he would want that. I should have fucking known.

“Do you doubt our ability to protect her?” I grit my teeth, my tone lethal.

“I don’t doubt your ability, but I will feel better if you have more—let’s call it backup—at the ready.” He smiles jovially.

Seeing no way out of this without our three new shadows joining us, I mutter a disgruntled, “Fine, whatever.” I storm away from the war room, or as I’m now calling it, the room of terrors. Gods, nothing good comes from that bloody room.

Stopping at the entrance of the main hall, I turn to our newest roommates. “Go get whatever shit you need for the weekend. This won’t last longer than that, so don’t go nuts. We leave in twenty minutes when Arela is ready.”

They stand there for a moment, and I just can’t stay calm any longer with my life being dictated by people who barely know me and whom I barely know.

“Now!” I snarl, pointing toward the stairs up to the living quarters. I grumble under my breath. “Go ahead. Take your sweet time. I’ll leave you here.”

Doyle smirks at me.

“Don’t. Don’t you even think this is funny,” I growl. Taking deep calming breaths, I head toward Arela and take a seat across from her.

She practically falls out of her seat when I tell her the news. I smile at her enthusiasm. Eryn meets up with her at the bottom of the stairs, nodding at me. Good. At least Arela will have everything she needs with Eryn helping her pack.

Little chitters and clicks draw my attention to Anarchy and Chaos as they hang upside down from their hind legs on some sort of wrought iron metal fixture in the middle of the wooden table.

“You two are going to be a handful aren’t you?” I put my chin on the surface of the table, getting down to their level.

Anarchy has his tongue hanging out of his mouth on one side. Chaos just has his mouth open with his teeth showing.

“You two are just adorable.” Something inside me calms at their silliness. I’m not quite sure why they’ve come into my life, but a gut instinct tells me that I’ll need them sooner rather than later.

Doyle walks toward me and places his hands on my tense shoulders. He starts to massage my knotted shoulders and I sigh deeply.

“What is it, Ev? You seem way too stressed out for something like this.”

I open my mouth to tell him it’s nothing. Instead, the word vomit that spews from my mouth shocks me.

“I slept with Dare!” I wail, throwing my arms up in the air dramatically. “And now I think I have feelings for him. Dare was supposed to just be a fling and then be done, but now I think he wants more. I can’t do that because he has a mate out there, and I’m not going to be a plaything. And now he’s going to be living with us, and I can’t deal with him all up in my space.” I wave my hands around wildly before taking a deep breath.

Between his chortles, Doyle pats my shoulder before sitting down next to me and resting his head on his fist, elbow on the table.

“Ev, what’s the issue? The real issue I mean.”

“We will never work, Doyle. I’m a half blood, and he’s the son of the Goblin King.” I shrug. “I’m not good enough for him.”

“That’s bullshit, Ev, and you know it.” Doyle scowls at me.

“Never mind, Doyle.” I sigh again, this time in frustration.

“No, don’t do that. Talk to me.”

“I’ve got way too much shit going on right now. I need to know if I’m really half goblin, and what that means for me and my mother according to my uncle’s kingdom. And what that means for me regarding MECA.”

“What about you and—” Doyle’s smile falls, and he scratches at his neck.

I nod. “Yeah. No one thought of that part. If I’m full Fae instead of just half they’ll kick me out. Then what will I do?” I’ll be lost if I lose my crew. Completely wrecked.

“We’ll become Royal Guards, Ev. We have options.” He shrugs.

“Yeah, but I don’t know if I can go from living my life as I please to being ruled by someone. MECA lets us get away with shit because we are the best of the best. Going against the orders of the King however could end with heads rolling. Literally.”

“We’ll figure it all out, Ev.” He wraps an arm around my shoulders and pulls me in for a hug. “We’ve got time. We can try to find your mother first, and they can look for a witch, like they said.”

“Druid,” I correct, laughing as he scratches the side of his head before he realizes what I was correcting.

Peals of laughter coming from the staircase force me to put a smile on my face for now. If Arela’s excited to be coming with us, I’m not going to rain on her parade.

I stand and brace myself for her hug as she runs toward me with her arms thrown open. Seeing her happy is such a change from the melancholy child I first saw at that fountain. It warms my heart. Yeah, I have one, despite my losing attempts to make it not feel anything.

“Ready?” I ask her, grinning as she bounces around hugging everyone ecstatically.

“Ready! Let’s go!”

I look around to make sure we have everyone.

The three goblins are missing so I shrug, a bit of mischief turning my grin smug.

“Let’s go.” I wave my team out the doors.

“But what about—”

“They’ll catch up.” I snicker, not giving a fuck if I make it difficult for them.

Force yourself on me, and I’ll make you as miserable as possible. I practically skip out of the castle. I come to a dead stop a few feet from where I started upon seeing the three goblins I’m trying to ditch standing there, each with a duffle bag at their feet.

“Son of a bitch,” I mutter under my breath, my fun ruined.

Dax’s lips twitch, and I refrain from picking up the rocks at my feet and throwing them at them like a child.

“Oh good, you’re ready.” I bare my teeth. “Let’s go.”

I look back. Eryn has a hold of Arela, and I sift out, knowing my crew will follow closely behind. Secretly I hope the goblins got lost in the woods, but I can’t be so lucky. Walking in the front door, I head straight for the kitchen and grab a hard cider from the fridge.

I’m going to become a lush if we continue keeping company with the goblins and elves.

Taking a seat out on the deck, I prop my feet up on the railing, rocking back and forth on the back legs of the chair. The acidic taste of apples and alcohol hits my taste buds, and I swallow with bliss. I let it wash away my frustration, the warm feeling entering my blood from the alcohol flowing over me.

All three goblins appearing in front of me at once doesn’t shock or startle me in the slightest. Instead I tip my beer at them. “Biggest room goes to Arela. We’re going to make sure she feels at home here, starting with painting and decorating and all that frilly shit. So pick your rooms from there. Let Axel know if you need any extra beds. I think we have more mattresses in the basement.” If I can tough it out for a few more hours, I’ll be able to disappear into my room and sort through all of the overwhelming feelings and decisions. I just need a clear head.

Dax’s excited tones wash over my ears as they walk into the house. He’s just as excited as Arela is. Rolling my eyes at his antics, I focus on breathing in all the good shit and letting go of all the bullshit. The feeling I get every time Dare is near me lingers, and I pop one eye open to find him leaning back against the post of the railing closest to where my feet rest.

“What?” I snap, keeping one eye on him as I continue to rock myself. I sip my cider slowly and relish the crisp taste of apples as it warms my throat on the way down.

“Still convinced we can’t be together, little álainn?” He wears a satisfied smirk on his face.

Oh, man, I can’t wait to wipe that smug look off that handsome face of his.

“I’m more than convinced.” I chuckle darkly. “In fact, I think this will be a good way to show you how awful we would be together. So buckle up, Dare. You’re in for one hell of a ride.”

He tilts his head.

“I’m going to make your lives living hell until you are begging Teag to send you back to Goblin and give me everything I want.” I smile like a wine-drunk pixie and tip my bottle back, finishing it off.

His response does nothing but make me want another beer. His knowing grin only infuriates me further.

“Give it your best shot, little tine. Let the games begin.”

Son of a bitch. The next few months are going to be hell on earth and hell on my nerves.

THE END… FOR NOW.
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Dear Reader,


Thank you so much for taking the time to read Mark of Truth. This book has been a long time coming for me, and I hope you enjoyed reading about Ever and her crew as much as I enjoyed penning their story.

Currently I have quite a few books planned for Ever and her merry band of misfits. If you’d like to stay up to date on all of my upcoming books, please sign up for my newsletter here: http://eepurl.com/cdrntX. Or make sure you follow me on Facebook @GraceleyKnox!

If you’re a fan or you’d like to stay in touch, please join my street team, Knox’s Vixens. Giveaways, hot men, and awesome book recommendations are the norm over there!

If you enjoyed Mark of Truth, please consider leaving a review on Amazon or Goodreads. I love any and all feedback and every review counts!

Stay Wicked,

Graceley
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