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INTRODUCTION

	Once upon a time there were three half-human, half-Fae sisters…

	 

	At one point, we all have that first love. Maybe it comes soon in our life…maybe it comes later, but at some point, almost every person alive falls head over heels in love. Some loves last for a lifetime, others are a brief flicker and then fade away. These three stories will give you a glimpse into the first loves of the D’Artigo Sisters.

	 

	For a long time, people have asked me what happens between the novels in my series, or they asked me for more about a specific character, or sometimes—what happened during a scene referred to but never written into the story line. 

	Until now, there wasn’t much I could do about that—there’s a word limit in my contracts and when you stray too far from the main focus, the book gets muddy. 

	But now, with the ability to self-publish, I can now offer you what you’ve been asking for.

	PLEASE NOTE: Darkness Raging, book 18, will be released sometime in February 2016 from Berkley. It will be my last Otherworld novel WITH Berkley. After that, I will be taking the OW series indie. I will finish the series, and perhaps add to it after the spirit seals arc is wrapped up, on my own. 

	Please see the booklist at the back of this collection for my complete bibliography. 

	Want to read more in the Otherworld Series? The first book is Witchling, so you can start there. See the bibliography at the back of this volume for all my fiction and nonfiction.

	 

	You can find me online at my website: http:/www.galenorn.com

	Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/AuthorYasmineGalenorn

	Moon Stalker Discussion Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/yasminegalenornmoonstalkers/

	Twitter: https://twitter.com/YasmineGalenorn

	 

	Stay abreast with all my news through my monthly newsletter: http://www.galenorn.com/newsletter.php

	 

	Bright Blessings

	Yasmine Galenorn

	 


FORBIDDEN LOVE

	Camille discovers that sometimes envy is stronger than love.

	Takes place in Otherworld, years before she came over Earthside and before she met Trillian.

	 

	The moon rolled high into the night sky, blotting out the nearby stars. She was wild, this moon, full and golden as harvest wheat, and she shimmered over the surface of Lake Y’Leveshan, her light glinting like a thousand diamonds frothing on the water’s surface. Erulizi Falls thundered nearby, churning deep into the lake as the white water fell long and hard down the rock face.

	I let out a long breath as I leaned back on my hands, resting on the blanket. Getting away from home for a few days had been difficult, given my father’s current mood, but with Menolly’s help, I had managed. She had faked the message from Lady Jayna, asking me to come visit for a few days and I owed her one. Big-time.

	 

	Father took one look at the invitation and—with a grumbling sigh—said, “You might as well go. Autumn is coming and you’ll be hard pressed with putting up supplies for the winter and keeping up with your new job. So make the most of it and enjoy yourself, for it will be your last party for a while.”

	He tossed the invitation back on the table and went back to his charts and graphs, stopping only to add, “Oh, and while I’m on the subject…Camille, dinner was late last night. See that it doesn’t happen again. You’re responsible for running the household. Your mother would never have allowed the routine to become as sloppy as you have. She would turn over in her grave if she saw what a dung hill you’ve made of things. I don’t know why you can’t be more like her. I suggest you give less thought to your wardrobe and more to your responsibilities. How you expect to navigate the requirements of the Y’Elestrial Intelligence Agency, I certainly don’t know. You can’t be as scattered as you have been the past few months and expect to succeed. Now get busy.”

	I bit my tongue, wanting to defend myself. But Father didn’t accept excuses. So I merely curtseyed and silently withdrew to the kitchen, biting back my tears. Menolly followed me.

	“He didn’t…” She paused, then shook her head, frowning. “I’m sorry. I’d say it’s the grief talking but I think we wore out that excuse years ago.”

	“Nothing I ever do is right. Nothing I ever say is right. But does he have to bring her into it? Does he have to constantly throw it at me that mother would be disappointed if she could see the way I’m trying to fill her shoes?” I knew I sounded bitter, but Father was hard on me—constantly. He coddled Delilah, and with Menolly, he was aloof but polite. He really didn’t understand her and didn’t even try. But me? I was the scapegoat, taking all of his anger since Mother had died.

	Menolly wrapped her arm around me, her mass of copper curls tickling my shoulder. “I know. I know.” She glanced around the kitchen. “Why don’t you take a break? I can make sure dinner’s out on time. Leethe’s here tonight and she’s not about to let things slide. Last night, you had to do it all yourself with Tres’s help and that girl can’t cook her way out of an open cart.”

	I wavered, wanting to take her up on the offer. But if Father found out she was covering for me, we’d both be in trouble and why should she get smacked down for a good deed? I shook my head. “No, you are risking your neck enough, with writing that invitation for me.” She had also brought it up from the post, mixed in with the other letters. “If you can just drag Delilah away from the barn in time to wash up and dress for dinner, that’s help enough. You know he’ll blame me if she’s late.”

	Menolly gave me a warm smile. She shrugged. “Sometimes, I think it would have been better if Father was the one to—” She stopped. “Even I can’t say that. But you know what I’m thinking.”

	I nodded. As much as I loved my father and wanted him to be proud of me, I had often thought the same thing myself. “I know. Now, go find Delilah. I’ll make sure Leethe has everything in hand and that dinner won’t be late again. I just pray she cooked something he likes.”

	 

	The next morning, I set off before sunrise, after breakfast. Father was already out the door. Of course, before he left I got a last minute warning to make sure everything was organized before I left. As soon as he was gone, I hurried to the kitchen and begged Leethe to make certain the house ran smoothly.

	“You know he’ll get on me if anything goes wrong.”

	Leethe, loving old lady that she was, patted my hand. “Go and have fun, child. You should be laughing and playing at the Court rather than running this household. You aren’t married yet, and you’ve a job and a vocation to the Moon Mother to tend to. That’s more than enough for three people, let alone one slip of a girl. I will make certain your father is happy—or as happy as the man can get.”

	Hugging her tightly, I smiled and darted back to my room. I had waited to pack until Father was gone to make certain he didn’t want to see what I was taking. Because packing for a few days at the lake was entirely different than packing for a jaunt off in one of the upper-crust mansions. My father didn’t run into Jayne’s father often, and chances were the next time they met, Father would have forgotten all about my supposed visit.

	Delilah was out shopping for the new job we were to start in a fortnight. I had lied to her, too. Delilah meant well, but she had a nasty habit of blurting out the truth, even when she meant to keep it a secret. Delilah was naïve, and Menolly and I did our best to shield her from the realities of life until we thought she was ready to take them on. I wondered if she ever would be anything but wide-eyed and optimistic, but I wasn’t going to ruin her outlook on life. It was nice having someone who could throw herself so thoroughly into the joys of life.

	Menolly sorted out my walking skirts and a couple tops. “How many skirts? Tops? And should I even bother with undergarments?”

	“I need my corsets. You know that. But…oh, three skirts and tops should do fine.” I sorted through my shoes. I would wear my boots, and take a pair of sandals along with me. I added a couple bath sheets, washcloths, and a hand towel.

	“Blankets?”

	I shook my head. “Shamas is bringing the bedding with him. There would be too many questions if I took a blanket or bedroll with me.” I added my makeup to the growing bag, and then my journal, which I kept hidden under a floorboard. Menolly knew where it was, but neither Delilah nor my father knew about it—the former in case she accidentally blabbed, the latter because he would insist on reading it and my goose would be spit, roasted, and gnawed to the bone.

	Menolly reached out and took my hand. “I can’t believe it’s finally happening. You think he’s really going to ask this time?”

	I smiled, feeling shy—and it wasn’t easy to make me blush. My heart doing somersaults, I nodded. “Yes, I think Shamas is finally going to ask me to marry him.”

	 

	The camp that Shamas had set up on the eastern shore of Lake Y’Leveshan was right near Erulizi Falls. The area was grassy, with a secluded grove nearby. At this time of year, we lucked out with only one other group camping nearby. And they seemed totally focused on teaching their children to swim.

	The tent was large and a gay crimson, and inside, Shamas ordered his men to set up cots and soft down pallets to sleep on. A table and chairs sat near the fire pit, where the cook was basting several chickens, turning them over the fire at a slow, even pace.

	I closed my eyes, leaning back against the grass. The moon was brilliant, shining down, and everything was quiet—the other camping group had already gone to bed. We had planned on a midnight dinner under the stars, then a stroll to the Falls under the moonlight. Erulizi, the goddess of love and passion, guarded the Falls, and I hoped she might bless us. We had a rocky road ahead, Shamas and I.

	He was my cousin—perfectly acceptable in society. But what wasn’t acceptable was the fact that I was half-human…a windwalker…and he was higher placed in the Court and Crown. His mother, Olanda, was our father’s sister. She treated us kindly, but there was always the sense we were lacking. Our mother had said she felt like we girls were treated like country cousins, quietly tucked away in the corner so nobody would realize we belonged to the family.

	Shamas and I had been pulled together from the start. He was handsome, with jet black hair like mine, and eyes that mirrored my own, as well. We could have been brother and sister, as far as looks went. And we both loved magic and moonlight. For two years, we had tried to ignore our draw, but one night, he had caught my hand and pulled me behind the garden gate for a quick kiss. I had pushed him away at first, but then, our eyes met and the next moment we were in each others’ arms. My heart vanished into his hands. For two years, we had lived through stolen moments and long, lingering looks. Hidden kisses behind curtains at family functions, and dancing even when we were exhausted, just so we could touch each other in public. Now we were ready to take the next step.

	Shamas strolled over to where I was stretched out. His glamour was strong, he was magnetic and handsome, with a strong jaw and eyes that sucked me in every time I looked at him. He was wearing camping clothes—a spidersilk tunic over trousers, and his hair hung loose, falling to mid-back. A scruff of stubble covered his chin and as he dropped to the ground beside me, he let out a low laugh that set my breath to quivering.

	I propped myself up on my elbows, staring at him. “We’re here. I can’t believe we’re actually here.”

	He stretched out beside me, leaning over me. “Camille…we’ve waited a long time for this. I want you so much. I want you now and forever.” Reaching out, he stroked my arm, his touch setting me on fire. I closed my eyes. Sex and passion were essential parts of my nature—my father’s Fae blood came out in me stronger than in either of my sisters. I needed to be touched, loved, and tasted. Sex strengthened me. But until now, all the men had been mere lovers instead of beloved, and that made every difference in the world.

	I leaned in, holding his gaze. “If we do this, there’s no going back. You know what our parents will say—well, yours. You know what the reaction in the Court and Crown will be. I’m below your station by my birth. My mother’s blood…my mother…”

	My mother, Maria, had struggled to make certain her daughters never doubted who we were. She wore her humanity like a badge, proud of it in the face of discrimination. Even though she died when we were young, I always remembered her stories about coming from Earthside, and I always watched her stand with her shoulders back, dignified and confident in the face of the constant snipes thrown her way by Father’s relations. Aunt Rythwar was the only one who treated Maria like she mattered.

	“Are you ready to face what’s coming our way?”

	Shamas frowned, then rolled to a sitting position and wrapped his arms around his knees. He stared at the fire. “I know it’s going to be hard. I know that my mother will be appalled.”

	Appalled was the word for it, all right.

	“I know she cares for me because I’m her niece, but she treats my sisters and I like we’re tainted. Can you face this, Shamas? Because I need to know. I need to hear you say it aloud.”

	Suddenly, I wasn’t sure. Until now, we had kept our love secret. Whenever someone made a rude comment about me or my sisters around Shamas, I noticed that he bristled. But not once had he stood up for us. And if he couldn’t stand up for his cousins, could he hack being my husband? Could he be as strong as Father was? Always standing by his wife and his children?

	“I can do this, Camille. I can.” He held his hand out and pulled me to my feet. “I can face our detractors.”

	The Moon Mother cast a sudden beam down to land square on his face and I gasped and gazed up at her, my heart and mind stilling. She was my Lady, she was, and she was working her way toward full. This cycle, I would be taking my initiation, if she had me, in the Coterie of the Moon Mother. My time as an acolyte would be over, and I would take my place as one of her Witches, with all the rights and responsibilities. I would also be starting my new job with the Y’Elestrial Intelligence Agency. It was a cycle of change and transformation, all right.

	“Camille? Camille…” Shamas’s voice filtered through and I shook my head, realizing I’d been off drifting in my thoughts. “Where were you?” His voice was sultry as he cupped my chin. “You vanish sometimes, just…disappear from me. The Moon Mother taps you on the shoulder and you’re gone.” There was a catch in his voice. “I wish I could go where you go.”

	I swallowed hard. There was no way to answer this. Shamas loved magic. He loved the night and the moon and the feel of enchantment riding high on the wind, but his mother had prevented him from studying the mystical arts. He was expected to take his place as a young nobleman in the Court and Crown, and enter politics. And Shamas hated politics.

	A sudden thought chilled me to the core. Did he love me, or my magic? And if it was me—then would my magic be a continuing sore spot? I walked away from him, staring up at the Moon Mother. She was cold and brilliant, and filled with magic, and I was hers. But until my initiation, nothing was set in stone. Shamas knew that.

	“Will you still love me if I get turned away from the Moon Mother? Cast out?” I whirled to face him. “Do you love me because of my magic?”

	The hurt look on his face made me regret my words. “Is that what you think of me?” But something in his voice struck a warning chord.

	I frowned. “I have to make sure. We are flying in the face of the Court and Crown. My father will stand behind us, but he is the only one. Queen Lethesanar may well banish you from the court. And she may take it out on my family. Don’t you see, I have to be sure about this before we dive into something that could very well destroy both of our families.”

	He held out his arms. “I love you, Camille. I love you all—I love your magic, and everything else that’s part of you.”

	I moved into his embrace, but the moon cast a shadow over my cheek, as I realized a sliver of doubt had wedged itself into my heart and I wasn’t able to pry it loose.

	 

	The night passed. We made love under the moon. When Shamas was slumbering, I quietly slipped out of our bedroll and exited the tent. The Moon Mother was high over head now, brilliant and gleaming. If she was this bright now, I wondered what she would be like when she was full.

	As I headed toward the lakeshore, the Falls thundered nearby. The sound of their cascade was soothing, and I found a rock near the waterfall and, pulling my cloak around my shoulders against the chill of the night, settled on it, staring into the water. Moonlight reflected off the windswept surface, rippling like silver glass.

	I wanted to talk to Menolly. She would understand. Delilah didn’t have much to do with love, and that was her choice. She gave little thought to dating or marriage. Menolly, on the other hand, was also dating someone she cared about. She understood me better, and she was more of a rebel than Kitten.

	As I sorted through my feelings, I tried to reconcile what I felt with what my gut was telling me. Shamas and I were intending to go back to the city and tell our families we were getting married. But was this the right time? Right before my initiation? Right before I started a new job? I bit my lip and brought my feet up on the rock, resting my elbows on my knees and my chin on my hands. Maybe we should wait a little bit to let things settle down.

	A whisper inside echoed my thoughts. Yes, let it be for now…The Lady’s voice hit my core. The Moon Mother had spoken. With a long sigh, I returned to the tent. We had waited this long. Another fortnight wouldn’t matter.

	 

	Shamas argued with me, but when I laid out the changes happening in the next couple weeks, he agreed with my point. We spent the day and that night enjoying the water and the outing. Though everything seemed to be fine on the surface, something felt like it had shifted.

	By the time we arrived back in the city, Shamas seemed relieved that we weren’t going to present ourselves just yet.

	“I know that I said we should just move ahead and damned be the lot of them, but I’m tired, and I think you’re right. Waiting isn’t so bad. You’ll be busy the next couple of weeks, and I will spend that time planning for when we do spring the news.”

	We were moments away from his house, but in the privacy of the carriage, he pulled me into his arms and kissed me deeply, his tongue lingering over mine.

	Once again, I wavered—maybe we should just throw caution to the wind. I loved Shamas. Ever since we were little, I had always known that I wanted to grow up and marry him. But as the carriage slowed, I realized we were near his home. He lived with Aunt Rythwar, his foster-mother. While Rythwar loved my sisters and I—unlike most of Father’s family—the thought of Shamas and I marrying wouldn’t set well with her, either.

	Pulling away, I stroked his face. “Two weeks. We wait two weeks, and then we tell them. We’ll meet again on Withrin’s Night and make our plans then.”

	“Withrin’s Night it is, my love. Until then…” He kissed me again. Then, making certain no one was watching, he jumped out of the carriage and gave the driver instructions to take me home. Shamas had all our camping gear secreted out in a different wagon so nobody would know what we had been up to.

	 

	Over the next days, I started my job. It was a difficult transition, but Delilah, Menolly and I were determined to make a go of it, and it made Father proud to see us enter the Service, regardless of what division we were in. The YIA had a lot more potential than the Guard Des’Estar, so we had more chance of promotions and a higher class ranking. And, at the YIA, our half-human heritage wouldn’t matter.

	On the evening of the full moon, I entered the grove of the Coterie and emerged the next morning as a full fledged daughter of the Moon Mother. My heart was so full that I thought it might burst.

	Withrin’s Night was a few nights past my initiation. A celebration of a famous and brave Fae mage who had defended Y’Elestrial against a goblin attack until help arrived, and who had given his life at the end, the celebration was a city-wide affair.

	I wandered through the crowds, looking for the place where Shamas and I had agreed to meet. As I rounded the corner of a stall, I saw him. He was standing there with Aunt Rythwar, Aunt Olanda—his mother, and my father. Frowning, I moved forward, wondering what was up. But then they pulled back and I saw that they were circling a table that had a cake on it.

	“Congratulations!” Aunt Rythwar swept me into her arms. “You start a new job and you take your initiation all in the same week. I’m so proud of you, Camille.”

	Olanda wrinkled her nose, but she said, “Yes, well done. My congratulations, also, my niece.”

	Father nodded to the cake. “We thought you deserved this. Your sisters will be along in a moment to join us. I asked them to run and fetch us something to drink.”

	“You should have had your servants do that, Sephreh.” Olanda gave Father a long look. “How will your girls ever learn to be mistresses of their own houses if you don’t set a good example?”

	“The servants want to enjoy the night too, Olanda. And my daughters know all about proper behavior. They have been taught well.” Father glared at his sister, then turned back to me. I hadn’t seen this much of a smile on his face in years.

	I glanced over at Shamas. He gave me a short nod, his gaze catching mine. I couldn’t read what was behind it.

	“Shamas…it’s good to see you.” I wanted to rush over to him, to kiss him, but there was something going on that I couldn’t quite place.

	“Camille…congratulations on your victories.” His voice was strained.

	I frowned. What the hell? We were supposed to meet here in secret. Why had he brought them? Or, had they insisted on this party and he was just caught up in their plans, unable to warn me?

	“We have a success of our own to celebrate.” Aunt Rythwar beamed.

	Aunt Olanda nodded, touching the side of her nose. “That we do.”

	Shamas cleared his throat. “We can wait. My news can wait. Don’t intrude on Camille’s celebration.” He sounded so strained that I stepped back and looked around, trying to pinpoint the trouble. He gave me a short, frantic shake of the head.

	Just then, Menolly and Delilah returned. Menolly knew what Shamas and I had been planning and looked around at everyone, confused. She glanced at me and I shrugged.

	Delilah held up a jug of punch. “Do we have cups?”

	Olanda snapped her fingers and a servant appeared. “Take that punch and prepare it to be served with the cake. Hurry up and don’t dawdle.”

	The woman took the jug and scurried off.

	I took the opportunity to sidle over to Shamas. “What’s going on?” I spoke as softly as I could. We all had incredible hearing.

	“I’m so proud of you, Camille.” He gave me a friendly hug and whispered in my ear. “I’m sorry, Camille. I’m so sorry.”

	Sorry? Sorry for what? My question was answered when Olanda clapped her hands.

	“Now that we’re all here, I want to add to the merriment of tonight’s party by announcing my son’s engagement. He’ll be marrying Violet te Avania, cousin to the Queen.” She laughed then, her voice echoing through the night. “We’ve secured a dazzling betrothal for Shamas. Camille, I do not mean to cut into your accomplishments, but we are family and families should celebrate together.”

	Shockwaves radiated through my body. I slowly turned to look at Shamas, who was standing beside me. “How…how long have you been planning this?”

	He squirmed. “I just found out this past week. Mother announced it at dinner after…I spent the weekend away in the country. I wanted to tell you but she wouldn’t allow me to breathe a word.”

	“We had to seal the deal first. You know how complicated these court engagements can be.” Olanda motioned to the servant, who was back with the punch. She took one of the glasses off the tray and raised it. “Let’s drink to the health of Camille and Shamas, both whom have new beginnings in their lives.”

	I accepted a glass and stared into the liquid. Everybody was talking at once. As I looked up, Menolly caught my eye. She was shaking her head slowly.

	Managing to pull myself together, I set my glass on the table with the cake. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to see about something. Please, cut the cake while I’m gone. I don’t mind.”

	I turned and, walking as dignified as I could, hurried off. I managed to get far enough out of sight before I burst into huge sobs, leaning over to catch my breath as I braced myself on a hitching post.

	“Camille? Camille…” Shamas’s voice echoed behind me.

	I whirled around, surprised he had come after me. He looked white as blanket of snow.

	“What the hell is going on? I know this can’t be a joke because your mother made the announcement!”

	He tried to wrap his arms around me and I shoved him away, slapping his chest to push him back. “Don’t touch me.”

	“I didn’t know anything about it—honest! I really didn’t know until yesterday. I had no chance to contact you…” He paused, staring at me. “You look different. Your eyes…they’re shimmering.” He let out a soft sigh. “It’s the initiation. The Moon Mother’s magic…” Looking mesmerized, he reached out to stroke my hair.

	I slapped his hand away. “Magic…our future together is crumbling and all you care about is the magic? Yes, I am different. I underwent my initiation last week. I’m a daughter of the Moon Mother now. I am also—or thought I was until five minutes ago—your fiancée.” Struggling to regain my composure, I braced myself against a post. “What are we going to do? Has she made the announcement public yet?”

	He shook his head. “No, not yet.” There was a petulant tone to his voice that set me on edge. “So tell me…what was it like? What was facing the Moon Mother like?”

	With a step back, I glanced up at the waning moon. She shimmered down on me, and I could feel the Moon Mother whispering in my ear.

	You know in your heart what this means. Listen to me daughter, so that you don’t make a terrible mistake. Listen to your instincts…

	“What are you going to do, Shamas? Are you still willing to speak up? To stand up for me…for us? Do you love me?”

	He winced. “I love you more than you can imagine, Camille. But Mother…this arrangement…it means everything to her. How can I break her heart? How can I turn down the Queen’s niece? I have no more interest in marrying Violet as I do in becoming a political pawn. I’m caught between a rock and a hard place. I love you, but if I tell my mother now, you know she’ll do everything she can to keep us apart.”

	I stepped back. The confusion in his eyes was real. So was the love. I knew he loved me—I knew it in my heart and soul. I also knew that he didn’t want to be married off like a prize pig. And I also knew that he wanted so much to have what I had—a connection with the magic…a connection with the gods.

	“Shamas, if you could have me now, without any thought of Violet or arranged marriages, would you be able to handle the fact that I’m a daughter of the Moon Mother? If nothing else stood in the way, would you be able to stand on the outside of my magic, forever watching and hungering for the link I have with the gods?”

	He fell silent then. No protesting. No dancing around the subject. After a moment, he let out a long breath. “Honestly? I don’t know. I don’t know if I’m strong enough to keep my envy in check. I love you, Camille, and I’m happy for you, but as great as that love is, I envy you. I would change places with you in a second if I could. To be brought up free from Court expectations? I would give up so much. But, I don’t know if I can disappoint them. Either way, I’m going to hurt someone.”

	At least he was being honest with me. I struggled, wanting to protest. I loved him. I had never loved anyone else. But could I live a life with someone who envied the core of what made me, me? Even if we could convince the world to bless our marriage, could Shamas withstand his hunger to be part of the magical world when he wasn’t called to serve?

	“You could be my mistress. It’s perfectly acceptable.”

	I frowned. Acceptable yes, to society. And the arrangement didn’t bother me in terms of any morality. But I knew myself. “I won’t ever be anybody’s second best, Shamas. I’m better than that.”

	“Then, are we at an impasse?” He grabbed my hands and drew them to his chest. “Camille, I can’t believe this is happening.”

	“It’s not me that’s forcing the issue. You either accept your family’s life and choices or you strike out on your own and make your own rules. Are you a rule breaker, Shamas? Can you face what it would mean for you? To be considered a windwalker? To be taunted about your wife? I thought you could, but now I’m not so sure. And, more importantly, can you face being married to someone who you envy?”

	He hung his head, kissing my hands. “I don’t want to end things like this.”

	I forced back the well of tears clogging my throat. “I don’t think we have a choice.”

	“I can’t walk away from you.” He pulled me into his arms then, and fastened his mouth to mine, his tongue searching, gently entering my mouth. I groaned, wanting him. Wanting every inch of him. One last time…just one last time to have him moving inside me, having him touching my body naked and free under the night sky.

	“Camille…Shamas…They’re starting to wonder.” Menolly’s voice broke through the hunger that swept around us.

	I pulled away, turning to face her as she caught up to us. “We’ll be there in a moment.” I turned to Shamas. “Go back. Now. Just go.”

	“What about you?”

	“I’ll be there in a moment. We’ll celebrate…both our victories.”

	“No matter what you say or do, I’ll always love you. I’ll never stop loving you, Camille. I’ll prove myself to you—there will be no marriage for me.” A bitter look crossed his face as he stomped off, back toward the others.

	“Are you okay?” Menolly rubbed my arm. “Is there anything I can do?”

	I shook my head. “Nothing…there’s nothing anyone can do. Even if he goes through with it and disappoints his family by not marrying the girl, I know in my heart that after a while, he couldn’t bear to be around me. He loves me, yes, but he loves magic more, and he hungers for it. Oh, Menolly, he wants it so bad that I feel it burning a black hole in his heart.”

	“Desire can be a dangerous addiction.” She leaned up to kiss me on the forehead. “Your face—you look like you’ve been crying. There’s a water pump over there.” She led me over to the water pump and I washed my face and swallowed deeply, rehydrating myself.

	“Come, we’d better get back. Father will be angry if I ignore our aunts and the trouble they went to this evening.” Straightening my shoulders, I shivered once and looked up at the moon. “Give me strength to make it through this evening, Lady.”

	And she whispered in my ear once more. You will be stronger than you ever can imagine, Camille. And you will love more than you ever think possible. Shamas has a long, hard road ahead, but it is his path to walk, not yours. Dry your tears and look to the future.

	With her promise ringing in my ears, I steeled myself and returned to the party, leaving my first love behind me to fade into the past.

	 


IM-PURR-FECTLY MATCHED

	Delilah and Chase spar their way to an unexpected finish line.

	Takes place during Witchling.

	 

	I stared at the FH-CSI building. I’d been to the Faerie-Human Crime Scene Investigation headquarters before, but always with my sisters. Now, I had to go in there and keep Chase company. He had asked me to help him sort through some research at his office for a case we were on. We were searching for the whereabouts of a man known as Tom Lane, who was—according to Grandmother Coyote—both human and not human. Somehow, this would supposedly lead us to one of the spirit seals, which a Degath Squad—a trio of demons from the Subterranean Realms—was hunting.

	I wasn’t sure how I felt about Chase. I enjoyed teasing him. Full blooded humans—or FBH’s as we called them—were easy to tease, and it was fun to watch him jump. Of course, my inner Tabby also liked playing with toys, and I had a feeling that my subconscious viewed Chase as one giant mouse. But Chase could also be a horndog, and he followed my sister Camille like a bloodhound, sniffing at her skirts. She wanted nothing to do with him, but that didn’t stop him from trying.

	Sliding out of the Jeep, I headed over to the building. I wasn’t sure exactly why Chase had asked me to help him out, but I knew he was rattled about the concept of fighting demons, and the information about the spirit seals had all but laid him out for the count. So I figured that he was probably nervous, and scared of overlooking something. And truth was, I had the keenest eye for detail among my sisters and me. Half the time, my undercover identity as a P.I. left me feeling like a fraud considering how lackadaisical I took my business, but when I put myself to the task, I usually came up with results.

	The building fascinated me. I wasn’t much into military or legal matters, but I had a secret love for weaponry and the sense of purpose that seemed to propel Chase’s staff of officers. There was something about the hum of the office that gave me a little thrill. As I swung in through the doors, I turned left to go into the police headquarters. There was also a medical unit on this floor, and several other stories below ground, but what was in them, I wasn’t quite sure, except that the armory was on one level, and the morgue, another.

	As I entered the room, I caught sight of Chase. He looked pissed. That he had arrived just moments before me, and he’d been in a relatively good mood, made me wonder what had gone down in the time it took me to pull into the parking lot and enter the building. I made my way over to him and sat down in the chair next to his desk.

	“What’s going on? You’re stewing over something. I can see it on your face.” I leaned back and crossed my legs at the ankles, shoving my hands in my pockets as I glanced around at the hustle that permeated the room. Yugi—another officer in the department—was scurrying by, his arms full of file folders. Chase nodded as he passed. I knew the two were friends.

	Chase gave a surreptitious look around the room, then motioned for me to lean close. “Devins just read me the riot act. It seems that a case I handled—and solved—caused a stir in the news and he wasn’t credited with the collar. Never mind the fact that if it hadn’t been for my work, he never would have found the guy. He thinks I’m out to take his job.”

	“Are you?” Humans were as crafty as the Fae about things like that. It never failed to amaze me, but then again, I didn’t think in terms of getting ahead. Not much. I just wanted to do a decent job and enjoy life.

	“Nah…I wouldn’t mind a promotion but I don’t envy him. His job has to be a pain in the ass. I’d do it, if it ever fell to me, but it’s not exactly one I’m jonesing for. But he’s so paranoid he can’t see reason. Anyway, let’s head down to the archives. They’re on the same floor as the morgue. We need to figure out a game plan. I already looked up Tom Lane in the computer and so far, there are hundreds of hits. We have to weed through them one by one, to eliminate any obvious non-contenders.”

	He led me toward the door, where we crossed to the elevator. The car was slow and smooth, and very big. It took me a moment to figure out that they not only transported people in this elevator, but corpses on stretchers, and probably a good many other things. As the doors opened with a hushed swish, I followed Chase out into a long hall. We turned to the right and headed up toward a door on the far right. He flipped the switch as we entered, and I blinked as stack after stack of big file boxes came into view, neatly organized onto metal shelves eight shelves high, till they reached the ceiling. The stacks were intimidating, and a brief thought ran through my head of what it would be like if an earthquake were to hit at this moment. We could be buried under a sea of paper and cardboard.

	“All right, have a seat over there at the table.” Chase spread out an armful of file folders. “I ran the name Tom Lane through the system for Washington State. Here, we have a list of convicted and incarcerated inmates by that name. Here’s a list of convicted and released criminals. Here’s a list of birth certificates. And one of death certificates. I also ran it through the DMV, here are a list of the Tom Lanes who hold valid Washington State drivers licenses. Here’s a list of anybody who holds a professional license by that name.”

	“You’re just list happy, aren’t you?” I stared at the stack of pages that smelled a lot like tedium, but gave him a grin to show I was joking. As he spread out the papers, I stared at them. “You really think we’ll be able to find him hidden in all of this?”

	Chase shrugged. “I wish I could say yes, but the truth is, when it comes to anything connected to Otherworld or the Fae, I’m clueless. I’m doing the best I can. Police work is methodical. We start at point one and go to point two and so on. If you have a better solution, I’d like to hear it, and I’m not just blowing smoke.”

	I snickered. “I see what you mean. This is going to be like finding a snowflake in a storm.”

	“Yeah, but we don’t have much of a choice. Here…you take this list, and use that computer terminal over there. Let me show you what to do.” He motioned for me to sit down, then leaned over my shoulder. The smell of spice and beef and cologne all mixed together in what was suddenly an intoxicating scent. I blinked as I realized that he smelled tasty. I usually didn’t react much to men. I had never really thought about it, to be honest. But an odd little buzz flared inside and I couldn’t shake it off.

	I cleared my throat, trying to ignore his proximity. “What do I do now?”

	“I’ve got you set up to search nationwide. You type in the number here—each man is given an individual number once he’s assigned to the system, and then it will search through to see where he’s currently living and his status.” He suddenly stopped and I swear, I could feel his breath on my neck.

	I tried to steady my voice. “Status…you mean how rich he is?”

	“No, I mean if he’s dead or alive.” Chase sniffed.

	Startled at his breath on my neck, I glanced up at his face. “Did you just smell my hair?”

	“No…not at all.” His voice was soft, but I knew he was lying. Chase sweated when he lied—just enough so that it was easy enough for us to tell. I was especially good at noticing because of my Were nature. Most Weres were hypersensitive to scent.

	Smiling softly—for some reason the fact that I had managed to disconcert him made me smile—I decided not to push the subject and began to type in the numbers, one at a time.

	Two hours later, we were still wading through a flurry of paper without any solid results. I yawned. “I have to take a break. All I see are numbers when I close my eyes.”

	Chase mumbled something, then pushed his chair back. The legs screeched along the concrete floor. “Muffins. We need muffins. And coffee.”

	I nodded. I didn’t drink coffee very much—it was an Earthside beverage that I hadn’t developed much of a taste for—but right now the buzz would be more than welcome. “Do you have a Starbucks near here? Or any espresso stand?”

	“Across the street. Want to take a walk to get fresh air into the lungs?” He grabbed his jacket and slid his arms into the sleeves.

	“Sounds good to me.”

	We took the elevator back up, then headed outside through a side door that was accessible only to those who had the code. As we launched ourselves into the breezy autumn night, I inhaled deeply. The scent of smoke and rain weighed heavily in the air. Chase pulled his coat tighter around his shoulders.

	“You cold?” I was chilly too.

	He nodded. “It’s nippy, all right. But we don’t have far to go.”

	We hit the mini-mall. Luckily, the coffee shop was open till midnight, so we ordered our drinks and found a table in the corner. The shop was filled with computer geeks on their laptops and shoppers who were seeking a retreat from the gusty night.

	This was one of the first times I’d ever been alone with Chase for any appreciable time and it occurred to me that I really didn’t know much about the man. I studied his face as we sat there in a comfortable silence. He was handsome, with a firm jaw line and dark hair slicked back. His skin was a light colored olive, and his nose was long and narrow. My gaze lingered over his lips—they looked soft, not chapped, and I realized I wanted touch them.

	“Like what you see?” His abrupt question made me realize that I’d been staring at him full on.

	I blushed. “I’m…I didn’t mean…” I closed my mouth, wishing the ground could open up and swallow me. But he just laughed and winked.

	“I’m just teasing you. But…it feels weird, doesn’t it? You and me, out together? I know I feel a little bit awkward.” The boyish smile told me he wasn’t lying.

	A sudden pang hit me, and I wasn’t sure why, but I blurted, “I bet you wish you were here with Camille.”

	Mortified the moment I heard the words tumble out, I immediately shut my mouth, accidentally piercing my bottom lips with one of my fangs. They were non-retractable, and I let out a cry as a drop of blood welled up and trickled down my chin. Embarrassed again, I grabbed for a napkin, but Chase beat me to it.

	He quietly reached over with his and dabbed the blood off my face. “Please, don’t think that.” His voice had taken on an odd tone. As I met his gaze, I realized he was looking at me like he was seeing me for the first time. “I like you, Delilah. You’re fun to hang out with. You don’t make me uncomfortable. Well, not unless you’re sneaking up on me like you have the habit of doing.”

	Cautious, wondering if he was making fun of me, I held his gaze, searching his face. There was no subterfuge there. He was telling the truth. At least, my heart wanted to believe it. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but I had never felt like this before. My pulse quickened as he slowly extended his hand across the table and rested it on my fingers. His skin was warm against mine, and I could barely breathe. I shivered, but not from the cold.

	“Delilah…” Chase’s voice was hesitant.

	I wanted him to lean over the table, to press my lips against his. I wanted to know what it felt like to have a man wrap me in his arms. All those years of ignoring my love life, of never finding anyone interesting enough to pay attention to, they all seemed to roll away like water off a duck’s back. Menolly had been in love, long ago. And Camille was the queen of hearts. But I had always felt too young. Too awkward. Too inexperienced.

	Sitting there, so tense I could barely stand it, yet afraid to move, I stared at Chase. Please, make the next move. Please, lead me through the gate I’m too afraid to open on my own.

	And then…in a fraction of a second…he withdrew his hand and took a sip of his coffee. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be so rude.”

	His sudden aloofness left me wanting to cry. What was something wrong with me? Feeling suddenly ugly and awkward, I fought to hold down the tears as I shoved my chair back and stood.

	“Excuse me while I use the restroom.” Before he could say a word, I headed toward the bathroom, my cheeks flaming. Once inside, I locked myself in a stall and let the tears flow. The kicker was, I wasn’t even sure why I was crying.

	I glanced in the mirror. “Well, what did you think would happen? You don’t even know what you want, so why are you so upset?” After a quick rinse to my face, I let out a long shuddering breath and—trying to navigate the swirl of emotions flooding through me—headed back.

	Chase was waiting at the table. He gave me the once-over, looking worried. “Are you all right? Did I say something wrong?”

	I shook my head, my lips tight. I didn’t want his pity, and I sure as hell didn’t want to make him feel guilty for something that I didn’t even understand.

	“No, don’t worry about me. I’m just feeling a little antsy tonight.” Avoiding his stare, I slipped on my jacket and picked up my backpack. “Why don’t we head back to the office and finish up our work?”

	As we stepped back into the blustery night, it hit me that my feelings weren’t going to just magically disappear. Because as much as I didn’t want to admit it, I realized that I was attracted to Chase. And that was the last thing I wanted.

	 

	We were almost through the last page of names without having any luck when Chase let out a garbled cry and jumped to his feet.

	“What’s wrong?” I looked around, readying myself for…for…I didn’t know what for But the knowledge that three demons were out there scouting for us had left me jumpy.

	“Something just ran across my feet!” He shoved back his chair, glancing under the table. After a moment, his shoulders relaxed and he straightened up. “Just a mouse. It’s back in the corner, trapped. Poor thing looks scared.”

	The tone of his voice touched me—he sounded worried. But the word ‘mouse’ lingered in my ears. I peeked under the table. Sure enough, there, in the corner, was a little mouse. Its bright, glittering gaze looked a little too frightened, and I realized the poor thing must be scared out of its mind. But then, I felt something else. An all-too familiar sensation. The mouse was cornered. My nose wrinkled as I picked up the scent of fear.

	“Oh, hell.” I knew what was going to happen. “I have to get out of—” but before I could say another word, the room began to spin and my body to shift. When I shifted, it was like stepping into a blender of sensation, like walking into a kaleidoscope and being spun around and around. As I fell into the haze that accompanied changing form, the world took on a golden hue. Another moment and I was standing on the floor, staring at the mouse, my tail rippling with excitement.

	When I shifted, I retained some sense of my two-legged self’s consciousness, but my inner Tabby came to the surface. I lowered myself to the ground, wriggling my butt as the mouse—suddenly aware that there was a new player in town—let out a horrific squeak.

	“Delilah? Delilah? What the hell are you doing?” Chase’s voice echoed through the room.

	I glanced up at him, daring him to stop me. The man was slow, like all two-leggeds, and I knew I could make it to the mouse before he caught me.

	As I launched myself forward, Chase sent the chair in his hand flying back as he lunged. He hit his head on the table and let out a loud curse, but I was faster.

	I shot toward the mouse, who let out a “No! Don’t kill!”

	“Delilah! Bad cat! Leave the mouse alone!” Chase’s voice thundered as he scrambled under the table after me.

	I reached out a tentative paw, poking at the mouse, a vague sense of guilt piercing my desire to play. I resisted my conscience. I wanted the toy. The mouse was my toy, and if I caught it, I should be able to play with it any way I wanted.

	“Please. Spare.”

	The words weren’t words, not as I knew them in two-legged form. But the mouse and I were communicating all the same. Something about the cry, about the fear in the mouse’s eyes, penetrated my haze of desire to chase it around the room. I hesitated, cocking my head to the side. The mouse, seeing its chance, darted behind a file cabinet sitting just to the left of the table. Unable to resist, I followed, pouncing a second too late. I face planted against the metal cabinet.

	Shaking my head—I had hit hard—I hunkered down, glaring at the narrow space through which the mouse had escaped. I could wait as long as it took. In my fervor, I overlooked one thing: Chase. He scrambled out from beneath the table.

	The next moment, I was hanging in the air as he scruffed me, lifting me up with one hand while he slipped his other beneath my butt to give me a place to rest. I struggled briefly, but the smell of the detective penetrated my brain enough to divert my attention. He smelled good, like someone I wanted to rub up against. I stopped trying to escape, and let out a purp as I glanced up at him.

	He was smiling gently, and in that moment I sensed that I was safe around him. I settled down in his arms as he carried me over to a chair and sat down. As I nestled on his lap and he gently began to rub beneath my chin. Maybe this wasn’t so bad. I stretched out, arching my back so that my belly showed, and he laughed, gently rubbing my fur. His touch felt good, and I began to purr.

	“You are the funny one,” he whispered as he leaned back. “I don’t know if you can understand me right now…but you and your sisters sure are a handful.” I pretended to ignore him, hoping he would continue scratching behind my ears. For the moment, I was content to stay in my cat form, even though I knew that I should shift back.

	“You think that I’m a horndog. I know Camille thinks that. But even though I come on too strong to her, I hope she knows—that you all know—that I respect the three of you. I never know how to act. Menolly scares the crap out of me, to be honest. And in a way, Camille does too. I don’t know how to be myself around her. But you…Delilah. You’re easy to be around. I’m not a complicated man, and I live in an all-too complicated world. I do my best to help, to make the world a little safer, but the bad guys just keep coming and some days I don’t know if we’ll ever win. Sometimes, it’s nice just to sit back and…well…pet a cat who’s lounging on my lap.”

	There was a wistfulness in his voice that penetrated the blissful haze that I was lolling in. A weariness that a part of me understood. I flipped over and stood up to his chest, my paws resting on his shoulders as I stared into his eyes. If I had startled him, he didn’t say anything.

	I reached out with my paw, gently patting his face. I wanted to wipe away the pretense, to uncover the layer beneath the wisecracking player persona, because I had just realized there was a whole ‘nother Chase behind the flirt and the snark.

	As Chase let out a soft sigh, stroking my ears, I closed my eyes and began to shift, right there on his lap. That did surprise him. I shifted fast and hard, in a bone-jarring transformation that ended up with me straddling his legs. He didn’t have time to move or push me off.

	“Delilah…” Before he could say another word, I took a chance. I leaned in, pressing my lips against his. He murmured something—I couldn’t hear what it was—but then he wrapped his arms around me, drawing me to him.

	I could feel him growing erect against the front of his jeans, and I longed to touch him. I leaned back, my eyes wide. His lips were on mine, and the pleasure rippled through me, stirring to life a passion I had never been sure I could feel. I was ablaze from head to toe. Panting gently, I put my hands on his shoulders and slowly, carefully, ground against his lap, letting out a soft cry.

	“Delilah…” Chase’s voice was husky, filled with longing and yet—I could hear the hesitation beneath my name. “Are you sure you want this?”

	I nodded, holding his gaze. “I want this—but for me. I want you, but only if it’s me you want. Not my sister, not some distant fantasy. I want you…but on my terms.”

	He bit his lip, looking torn. “You’re sexy as hell, especially with that fire in your eyes. But I’ve never thought of you this way. I don’t want you to feel like you made a mistake.”

	“I never thought of you like this, either. Not until now. But things change. All I can think of is running my hands across your chest, of feeling your lips against mine.” Then, a sudden fear swept over me. Maybe he was trying to let me down easy. Once again feeling embarrassed, I hung my head.

	“Hell, I never stopped to think that maybe you just aren’t interested. Damn it, this is all so easy for someone like Camille…she knows what to say. I don’t. If you’re not interested, just say so and we’ll pretend it never happened.”

	As a tear began to trickle down my cheek, Chase leaned close to me, pressing his forehead against mine. “Delilah, I never said I wasn’t interested. I just want to make sure this is really what you want. Tonight, I’ve had the most fun I’ve had in a long time. You’re easy to talk to, and I like hanging out with you. And…I like that you felt safe enough to change form around me. You’re a beautiful cat. I see why your sisters call you Kitten.”

	I slowly raised my eyes to meet his gaze.

	As he continued to smile, I found the flush fading from embarrassment into desire once again. He must have felt the same because his breathing deepened and he softly pressed his lips against mine, gently playing his tongue over them. I parted my lips and slid into the kiss. This time, it was different—slow and deliberate. As his hands found their way under my shirt, I shifted so that he could reach far enough to cup my breast. I wasn’t wearing a bra and the feel of his fingers rolling my nipple between them sent a rush of heat between my legs. I let out a long sigh into the kiss.

	Then, we were standing, and he walked me back against the table, gently laying me down on the cluttered surface. Something stabbed my back and I shifted as he pulled out a pencil from behind my shoulder and tossed it aside.

	As he began to unbutton my jeans, I propped myself up on my elbows. “I have to tell you something.”

	He paused. “You don’t have any protection with you?”

	“I can’t get pregnant—we were given a birth control charm from a healer back in Otherworld. I can’t catch most FBH diseases, either. But Chase…” I paused, not wanting to admit what I was about to, but I felt he should know. “You’ll…you’re…my first.”

	He paused, lifting his head to stare at me. “You mean, as long as you’ve been around, you never…”

	I shook my head. “Not like this. Not ever. I never met anyone before who I wanted to sleep with.”

	“Then, I’ll be gentle. But you have to promise to tell me if I need to slow down or speed up, or whether something feels good. Deal?” His smile had gone from bewildered to hungry, and I could smell the desire wafting off of him. It was heady, musk-filled and powerful.

	My stomach leaped. I was going through with this—I was actually going through with it, and what surprised me most, was that I wanted to. Nothing save an earthquake could stop me now. It was like the genie had been released from the bottle and suddenly, every emotion in the book was bursting out, leaving me feeling wanton and lusty.

	“I promise.”

	And then, it was a tangle of removing shirts and jeans and shoes. Chase fell over while trying to get the leg of his pants untangled from where it had gotten twisted around his leg. He landed on the pile of clothes, looking chagrined, but fully—forcefully—ready for me.

	I began to laugh and pounced on him, straddling his groin, feeling his erection, thick and hard, pressing against me. I slid myself along it, watching as he let out a long moan, bucking beneath me.

	Leaning down, I grazed my breasts across his chest and he cupped them. I adjusted so that he could reach them with his mouth and settled into a haze of hunger as his lips tightened around my nipple. He reached down with one hand to finger me and another explosion of heat left me panting. All I could think about was the need for him to scratch my itch, to fill me so full that it drove out all other thoughts.

	“Delilah, I don’t know if I can wait…” He was shifting beneath me, and I could feel the strain in his voice. “It might be uncomfortable…”

	“Now…please now…don’t worry about me.” I was so wet, and I ached so much that even pain would be a welcome end to the hunger.

	He shifted, rolling me over so that he was nestled between my legs, between my arms. As he slowly lowered himself into me, easing in to spare me as much pain as possible. He hadn’t been lying—Chase was more than well endowed and, at first, there was pain.

	He was thick, the shaft of his penis stretching me wide, but he eased in inch by inch. He paused, then slowly began to move, driving himself deeper each time. With each thrust, the world receded until the only things that existed were Chase, me, and the incredible feel of our bodies moving in unison. Another sharp pain, then rising pleasure as Chase touched me again, urging me on. He drove me forward until the heat built to a crescendo, and I tumbled into a dark, deep hole. As I came to rest, I opened my eyes to find him resting his head on my chest, looking spent.

	 

	We had cleaned up in the showers that were in the locker room adjacent to the morgue. I finished first—I didn’t have to make sure every hair was in place like Chase did, given we were still in the FH-CSI building. As he pushed through the doors, I looked up from where I was sitting in a small lounge area. I had deliberately kept myself from thinking ahead, from wondering what came next—if anything. If this was a one-time deal, I’d accept it, though I realized that, in my heart, I wanted it to be more. Something had clicked when I was entangled in Chase’s arms and I realized that I was lonely. Now, I wanted something I had never known was missing from my life.

	As he sat down next to me, I looked up, searching his face, waiting for him to take the lead.

	“Delilah…I need to know. Is this all you want? Or, can I see you again?” The sound of his voice echoed the beat of my heart. “Because, I really want to see you again. On a date, I mean.”

	Relief flooding through me, I smiled and took his hand. “I’d like that. To see you again…to see where this leads. But remember, I’ve never been in a relationship before. So tell me if I do something that hurts you. Be honest with me, and I’ll be honest with you. That’s all I ask—just be honest with me.”

	“I promise,” he whispered. “Cross my heart…and hope to—”

	“Don’t say it,” I quickly stopped his hand from completing the motion. “You never know what tomorrow will bring. Or who is listening. Your promise is good enough for me.”

	And then, awash in the glow of emotions I barely could give a name to, we sat, holding hands, and slowly—very slowly—began to explore each other’s lives.

	 


SHADOWS OF LOVE

	Menolly looks to a future of children, love, and living a normal life.

	Takes place in Otherworld, shortly before she was caught by Dredge.

	 

	“The Harvest Home festival is coming up next month.” Camille stirred honey into her porridge.

	We were gathered around the breakfast table. Father had left for work early, and it was just the three of us gathered around the table, eating a leisurely breakfast. Today was a rest day—no work—but that didn’t mean we could laze around, as much as we needed it. Work had been grueling the past few months, and everybody was wearing tired. Camille was chasing a serial killer and not having much luck. Delilah was floundering in a mire of paperwork they’d stuck her with doing. And me? I was gearing up to start an investigation that left me very nervous. The YIA wanted me to go spying on Dredge, the Scourge. He was a vampire, the worst one around. I shivered as I thought about it. Vampires terrified me, and it had nothing to do with the fact that Father hated them so much. There was something visceral about them, carnal and wicked and lurid.

	I bit into a buttercream biscuit and sighed. “I love these. I’m so glad Mother left the recipe for us.” She had been gone a long time, our mother, but evidence of her was everywhere. On the mantel, in the anniversary clock Father had bought for her over Earthside. In the décor, which she had picked out piece by piece. In the rhythm of the household, which Camille did her best to maintain. She had been gone far longer than we had been with her, but she was still all around us.

	Delilah licked honey off her fingers. “What do we have to do today?”

	Camille pulled out her schedule. She was a list maker. “It’s time to begin cleaning for autumn, so the servants will drag the rugs outside and beat them. Gather all your sheets and bedclothes and take them to Jenka. We’re paying her to come in and do a massive washing. Then, I thought the three of us could go out to the berry patch. The last of the blackcaps are out, and we should gather them for pies and jam. This afternoon, sort through your clothes and figure out what to store for the winter. Tomorrow we switch over wardrobes. Tonight, after dinner, we’ll polish the best silver.”

	We had servants but Mother had insisted we learn how to run a household from an early age. From the day we could first walk, we were given chores. By the time she died, it was second nature to pitch in and take on our share of the work. Unlike most houses affiliated with the Court and Crown, we didn’t have a large staff, and we didn’t leave everything up to the head housekeeper.

	“I have a date tonight. I won’t be here for dinner, and I can’t help with the silver.” I toyed with my biscuit. “Keris is taking me out dancing.” I smiled softly, thinking about the man who had slipped into my life with a sudden force and passion. He was our next door neighbor, and I’d scarcely paid any notice to him for all the time he had lived there. Until the past six months…until he found me crying in the garden.

	 

	When I was very young, Mother used to tell us stories. She called them fairytales. And most of them involved a princess and a prince and a dance…or some such variation. When I was little, I used to dream of being a princess at the Court and Crown, but it wasn’t long before I realized that no matter what happened, Camille, Delilah, and I would never manage to enter that world. At least, not as equals. Our mother’s blood killed any hope of ever being truly part of our father’s world.

	For years, I managed to push aside my disappointment. I didn’t belong, and that was okay. I made my own way. I learned to fend for myself. My best friends were my sisters. But some days it was harder than others. And on this particular day, I had been at the palace, running something out to my father that he had forgotten. He asked me to stop and have lunch with him, so we ate in the cafeteria, and during that time, he introduced me to at least four guardsmen, all of whom I knew were single.

	Every now and then father did this to us…well, to Delilah and I. He wasn’t worried about Camille finding a man. She had no trouble going after the men she wanted, though ever since our cousin Shamas had fled the city, she had lost some of her joy. But she was seeing someone new now, and she hadn’t told us about him yet, which meant there was something about him that was sure to piss off our father.

	I did my best to smile and fend my way through lunch. The four guardsmen were polite enough, but I could tell that they were uncomfortable. Halfway through the meal, Father excused himself to handle some emergency, and I was left alone with the men at the table.

	“I’m sorry. My father has his duties. Please, don’t feel like you need to stay and entertain me.” I had found it best to be blunt.

	“No problem.” The smiles and jokes faded away and they quickly excused themselves. Alone, I stared at my plate, then picked up my purse and left the table. On the way out, I passed by a large pillar. I caught a glimpse of one of the guys I had been talking to. He didn’t notice me, but I still thought it might be polite to say a last goodbye. As I walked up behind him, however, I could hear him talking to another guardsman.

	“Ob Tanu is nuts if he thinks that any of us want his daughter. She’s a windwalker, for cripes sake. A half-breed. Who knows what her kids would turn out to be.”

	“True. You know, her mother was full-blooded human. Trash-breed…Sephreh probably wore her out with riding her. No human can keep up with us. Use ‘em and toss ‘em…Say,” he added with a laugh. “Maybe I should check out his daughter. At least she’d be an easy hole to poke.”

	My cheeks flamed. I stumbled back, trying to run before he saw me. I couldn’t face him, but I couldn’t stand up for myself. He was my father’s comrade and if I caused trouble, my father would also raise the roof and that would just get everybody in trouble.

	I managed to escape from the cafeteria without being noticed and, skirt billowing in the wind, I dashed into the street and hailed the first cab I saw. As I climbed into the back and the horses picked up their gait, I leaned back against the seat, silent tears glistening on my cheek. Before long, we were on the outskirts of the town, near home. I paid the driver—ignoring his questioning look—and slipped into the back garden, where I dropped on a bench. The tears began to flow in earnest then, cascading down my face as I gave into the heartache and sobbed, leaning my head against a boulder next to the bench. Ivy covered the boulder, and I could see a tiny garden spider scurrying through it, going about its day. For some reason, the industrious little creature made me cry harder, though I had no idea why.

	A few minutes later, my sobs had worked their way out of my throat, the tears still coming but quietly now. I had a headache and was thinking about just going up to my room for a nap when a hand touched my shoulder.

	“Menolly? Are you all right?” The voice was soft and sensuous, with an edge of concern skirting the edge.

	I glanced up to see our neighbor, Keris. He was around our age—or at least, in relative years, the Fae lived longer than half-Fae—and while we had met before, it was always under hurried circumstances. But he had always been polite and nice, and once he brought back Mr. Bumbles—the hedgehog that had escaped from Delilah’s menagerie.

	Struggling to compose myself, I wiped my eyes. It was no use pretending I hadn’t been crying. I shrugged and tried to force a smile. “I’m…Everything’s…” But try as I might, I couldn’t get the words out of my mouth to tell him I was okay. I couldn’t vocalize feelings that were a million miles away.

	Keris sat down beside me, his eyes narrowing. “Has anybody been bothering you again?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I mean, I’ve lived next door long enough to hear some of the things people have shouted at you girls over the past few years. Menolly, what happened?” He looked so concerned and sounded so sincere that it set me off again.

	I coughed on a fresh uprising of tears. “I’m fine. Really…really.” And then I stopped. Why pretend? Why walk away from the truth? I was so tired of listening to the subtle jabs and slings people fired at us. I was exhausted with pretending that none of it mattered.

	“Some days, I can handle the insults. Sometimes, we just laugh it off because really—what kind of person acts this way? But today…for some reason…” I let out a long sigh and hiccupped. Keris offered me his handkerchief and I dabbed at my tears as I told him what had happened. By the time I was done, I was blushing with embarrassment, but my face was so red from crying anyway that I figured it wouldn’t make any difference.

	Keris stared at me. For a moment, I expected him to break into laughter, to suddenly turn it into a joke and make the day that much worse. I was steeling myself for further humiliation when he reached out and took my hands in his. “Menolly, these men…they are nothing. You’re worth a dozen of them. They would never measure up to you. They’d never be worthy of you.”

	His skin was soft against mine and I caught my breath, suddenly aware that we were sitting very close. As I looked into his eyes, it felt like they were so deep that if I moved—one fraction of an inch—I would fall in and never surface.

	“I’ve watched you over the years, you know.” He paused as I pulled back. “I didn’t mean that to sound as creepy as it came out. I mean…you and your sisters always seem so close. You do everything together. I envy that. I’ve never felt close to anyone. My parents left me the house when they died—they were murdered, you know. Goblins, while they were on a trip. And I sit over there in that house, wondering what it would be like to have friends. To have…someone special in my life.”

	Frowning, my tears fading, I looked at his hands. They were a gentleman’s hands—no blisters or sign of hard work. And yet, he had a simple air about him. “What do you do? I didn’t know you lived alone there.”

	“Well, I have my servants, but I don’t want for much. My lifestyle is simple. As for what I do…I am a gentleman farmer. I do nothing except oversee others.”

	He sounded so forlorn that I wanted to make him smile.

	“Farming is important, and somebody needs to run the show.”

	“Run the show?” He cocked his head, looking puzzled.

	“A saying my mother used to use—never mind.”

	“Earthside saying, I suppose?” But he didn’t sneer when he said it. In fact, he smiled. “I wish I could have met your mother. She must have been a courageous woman, to leave her home and travel so far away to be with the man she loved.”

	“You know the story, then?” I searched his face for any contempt, but there was nothing there. No sarcasm, no snarky asshole attitude.

	“Yes, I know the story.” He stood, then, and held out his hand. “Miss Menolly, it’s a lovely afternoon. You shouldn’t hide here in the garden, feeling so sad. Please, if you like, I would be happy to escort you on a walk. I have lovely rose gardens. Would you like to see them?”

	And suddenly, a walking tour to look at roses seemed like the most perfect thing in the world.

	 

	Camille shrugged. “Then go on your date and enjoy it. We’ll be fine here. Just make certain you go through your wardrobe after you come home, please. We really do need to trade out the summer clothing for autumn and tomorrow we’ll have everything in place to take care of it. And tell Keris hello for us. Ask him to dinner next Wednesday, if you like.”

	I frowned. “I don’t know if Father would like that.”

	Delilah let out a snort. “Father never thinks any man is good enough if he hasn’t had a hand in setting up the introductions, but he’ll be civil. Bring him to dinner. It helps to liven things up, especially since Camille won’t bring her new beau.” She laughed as Camille turned away. “When are you going to tell us what’s wrong with him?”

	“Nothing’s wrong.” Camille bristled, then let out a long sigh. “I just know…it’s not so simple. All right? Leave it for now, at least until we’re done with the seasonal switchover. There are too many things that I have to do in order to prepare for the autumn and winter seasons. The last thing I need to do is have Father on my back about my new boyfriend.”

	With that, she nodded to the baskets by the door. “Finish eating and then we go berry picking. The sun is rising and we don’t have the time today to laze away the hours.”

	And so we finished breakfast and—as the maid removed our plates from the table—headed out to the berry patches to gather the last harvest of the season.

	 

	In ransacking my wardrobe to put away summer clothing, I had found the perfect outfit for dinner and dancing. Keris had warned me it was fancy, so I chose a pale green silk that I had worn on my Age-Up day. The material had come from halls of Ferial in Ceredream, the primary cultivator of silkworms, and the dress was a billowing cloud of long skirts that swept out from a fitted bodice. As I looked through my jewelry, I realized nothing matched. I had worn the symbolic emerald on Age Up day but that was to be worn once in a life time and would be cremated with me when I passed to the Land of the Silver Falls.

	As I studied the mishmash of necklaces, Camille snuck up behind me. I caught sight of her in the mirror, standing behind me. She laughed, hugging me as she peeked over my shoulder.

	“I came to see if you needed any help. Tonight…it’s a special night, isn’t it?” She didn’t say what we were both thinking, but I gave her a soft smile.

	“I think so…he has practically admitted…well, anyway. I don’t want to jinx it. I can’t find a necklace though, and this dress needs it.” I glanced in the mirror again. The dress was perfect, my hair was done up in a scattering of braids through the curls, with delicate white roses tucked in here and there.

	“I have the perfect pendant. Wait here.” Camille vanished out the door and when she returned, she handed me a small box. I recognized it immediately.

	“You’re sure? You don’t mind?”

	She shook her head. “Not at all. Especially on the night when my little sister…I won’t jinx it either. But try on the necklace.”

	I opened the box. It was a silver, five-pointed star in a circle. A pentacle. And it had a faerie in the center—the Earthside view of faeries, that is. The faerie was holding an emerald. I traced the gleaming pendant with my finger. “Mother gave this to you for your third birthday. She brought it back with her when Father took her over Earthside for a visit. I wasn’t born, but…I know the story.”

	Camille reached out and stroked my face, gently cupping my chin. “I know…and the pendant is perfect. I want you to wear it tonight. It will be so pretty with the dress.” She took it and swung around behind me, fastening it around my neck. She was right. It was perfect.

	“Thank you…” The words had always been hard for me, but I knew how much the necklace meant to her. I pressed it against my chest, feeling the weight of it under my hand.

	“Just smile and be your beautiful self, and be happy.” Camille kissed me on the forehead. “He’ll be here in a few minutes. You should get your wrap.”

	As I bustled out the door, Keris’s hand on my elbow, I thought I saw her peeking around the corner, and for a moment, it felt like I actually had a mother watching over me.

	 

	The air was chilly, autumn was coming around fast, and as I stepped into the boat—Keris holding my hand, even though I was perfectly steady on my own two feet—I couldn’t help but wonder what this winter would bring. Father was getting antsy, and he was talking about going out on a campaign. It would mean that he would be gone for months, but that might actually be a good thing. Next week, I started my new assignment with the YIA, and the butterflies were beating a rampage in my stomach.

	The boat was a touring boat that traveled around Lake Y’Leveshan. The night cruises lasted several hours, and used magical wind to power the sails. At first I thought it must cost a fortune to run, given how much spells were worth on the open market. But then, I saw a mage over in the corner, intent on his work, and I realized that he was hired to run the boat. What this had to do with dancing, I had no clue, but I decided to go with the flow and enjoy every moment.

	Keris motioned for me to follow him. I glanced around. “There’s nobody else on board for the cruise? How odd.”

	“Not so odd. I booked the entire boat for the evening. We’ll be dancing and dining under the stars, on the lake.” Keris smiled then, and held out his hand. At that moment, a quartet of musicians slipped out from the cabin of the boat and set up on the deck. They started with a delicate, floaty waltz and Keris swept me into his arms. We danced as the boat silently cut through the lake, with a million stars shining down onto the water—and onto us.

	One dance led into another, and yet another. By the time we broke for dinner, I was actually winded. As the waiters brought a small table and chairs up to the deck and we settled into our seats, I felt like I’d stepped into a romance novel. Mother had brought over so many books during the time she was alive, and she had taught Camille how to read English when Camille was barely able to print her own name. Father had learned, as well, for his job, and he made sure we all knew the language of our mother. While I wasn’t that interested in fairy-stories, I did love the tales of adventure and exploration.

	The waiter set our plates in front of us—marinated poul-folk, a local bird that was fat and juicy, spiced potatoes, and the last of the summer greens with pine nuts and cranberries in them. Keris had brought a bottle of golden apple wine with us and the heady scent of apples and grapes filled the air as he filled our goblets.

	We toasted the evening, then ate quietly for a while before he broke the silence. “What do you want out of life, Menolly?”

	I took a sip of my wine, letting the amber flavor linger on my tongue before swallowing. “I think…work. Marriage, of course. That’s expected. Children. I don’t want to stop working though—I like keeping busy. When I was a little girl, I wanted to be a priestess of Mother Dream Walker. I wanted to record history and live in Tengmar Grove. But I was never chosen for service. The year before I passed through my Womanhood Rites…that was my last chance. During the Midwinter Festival, I waited—hoping…hoping so much to hear my name called. But it never happened. I cried a lot that night. Camille and Delilah both tried to comfort me, but I spent a good week mourning the loss.”

	I gave him a soft, melancholy smile. “I could have gone into teaching, I suppose—keeping history alive in the more common way. But my family…Father is a guardsman. We were expected to give service to the Court and Crown in some way. So my sisters and I joined the Y’Elestrial Intelligence Agency. And now, I take risks and chances I never thought I’d be up for. Any man or woman I marry…or love…will have to accept that as part of my life.”

	Keris laughed. “Menolly, you might mourn a chance long gone, but don’t. You’d never make it as a cloistered priestess. It’s not your nature, whether you realize that or not. You’re a scrapper—a fighter. In the six months we’ve been together, I’ve never known you to back down from a confrontation when it really mattered.” He motioned to the waiter, who removed our dishes. “Dessert’s on the way. Honeycake with raspberry sauce.”

	“That sounds wonderful.” I leaned back, inhaling deeply. The scent of the water, the crackle of approaching autumn—it filled the air and made my blood sing. “What about the first day we really met? You found me crying in the garden, wallowing in my emotions.”

	“We all have our breaking points. We all have those moments where we just can’t go on. But somehow, I think you are a lot stronger than you think. So…you want to work. I like that. Lazy women hold no fascination for me—you know, the ones who lounge around the Court and Crown, never lifting a finger for themselves. How many children do you want?”

	I considered the question. I really did want children. Camille wasn’t cut out for mothering—she had spent too long taking care of Delilah and me. And Kitten…well…Delilah would probably have a litter full some day—a passel of kids, but she was no where near ready yet. Not emotionally.

	“I think…two? Maybe three. And they will never be spoiled. My mother taught us to take on chores early and it never hurt us in the least. My children will grow up independent, knowing how to fend for themselves if need be.” I paused.

	The boat was near to shore by the time we finished dessert, and we were nearing midnight. On one hand, I’d had a lovely evening—a magical, romantic night. On the other, I was feeling strangely let down. I had been so certain that Keris was going to propose that I’d built up my hopes—as much as I kept telling myself to keep them in check. By the time we hit the dock and disembarked, it was all I could do to keep my game face on.

	I struggled to make conversation as we climbed in the carriage and headed back home. Keris seemed oblivious to my disappointment, and I had no intention of letting him know how let down I was feeling. I really had no right to feel the way I did—we had never talked of a future together. Not really. Oh, we’d discussed what we wanted out of life, and what we hoped to become, but I couldn’t honestly say we had an ‘understanding’ about making a life together.

	When the carriage stopped outside my house, I made for the door—climbing over Keris’s knees.

	“I had a wonderful evening, thank you for inviting me. I’ll see you later—” The words spilled out in a rush. I was so afraid I might burst into tears of disappointment, that my mouth was running full tilt.

	But Keris hopped out behind me. “I’ll walk with you. I want to make certain you get inside all right.”

	“You don’t have to—I’m perfectly capable of making it to my door without help.”

	“Menolly, love…what’s wrong? Didn’t you like the boat ride?” He sounded genuinely hurt.

	I forced myself to stop and gulped down a lungful of air so that I wouldn’t start babbling. “I had a lovely time. It was a beautiful night and thank you for planning it.”

	“Come, let me escort you.” He held out his elbow and I had no choice but to take it. To ignore his offer would seem churlish and rude.

	But instead of heading to the front door, he swept me onto the side walk, and frowning, I followed as we skirted the house to the backyard, where the gardens were. We came to the bench where, six months earlier, I had met him.

	“Sit.” He let go of me and stood back.

	I stared at him. “What?”

	“Just sit down.” He was frowning, and—unsure of what was going on—I obeyed. I arranged my skirts and gingerly settled on the bench. Keris stood in front of me, then knelt down on one knee.

	“What…” I stopped, holding my breath.

	“Menolly. Six months ago, I found you here, crying. I told you then that those idiots could never measure up to you. But what I didn’t tell you is that—in that one moment—I fell in love with you. And now, here, where we first met…where I first realized I wanted to be part of your life…I ask you. Will you marry me?” He reached in his pocket and pulled out a little box. As he opened it, I gasped. Inside, was a platinum band, with a gleaming ruby set in the center.

	I stared at the ring. It was everything I’d hoped for. This…the proposal…was everything I wanted. And yet…and yet…now that it was here, I felt a shadow cross my path as a sudden gust blew past, chilling me to the core. I pulled my wrap tighter as I glanced up at the sky, but saw only the stars and the moon, and the endless night. With a shudder, I realized I wished the proposal had come during daylight.

	“Menolly? Did I make a mistake in asking?” Keris’s voice faltered.

	Shaking my head, I whispered, “No. Not at all. I love you and I will happily marry you. I’m sorry—something just spooked me.”

	“Whatever it was, let my happiness chase it away. You mean it? You will marry me?”

	I nodded. “My answer is most definitely yes. I will be your wife.”

	Keris slid the ring onto the fourth finger of my right hand. “Then be mine, Menolly. And we’ll have those children, and I can be happy being married to an agent of the YIA who wants to continue her work and will teach our children the manners they should know.”

	As I held out my hand, staring at the gleaming ring, the crimson within seemed to flare and, once again, I shivered. It was red as blood, red as pain. Red as life. But at that moment, the side window flew open and Camille popped her head out.

	“Did she say yes?”

	Keris laughed. “She said yes! We’re coming in. The night air is too chill.”

	And then, the door opened and my sisters—who had been lying in wait—bustled us in. The table was piled high with wine and pastries and cheese and fruit, and I had to show them the ring, and of course, tell them about the evening. Keris was beaming from ear to ear, and even the servants were up and about, bringing more wine and food as we partied through the night.

	But somewhere near morning, when Keris finally went home and Camille and Delilah walked me up the stairs to our bedrooms, once again I felt a sudden twinge that sang to me of sorrow and loss. I glanced around, thinking that it was probably the thought of leaving home. I would be married soon, and moving though it was really only next door. But, I’d miss my sisters. Of course, that has to be it, I thought. And so, I slipped out of the dress and returned Camille’s necklace to her. But sleep came hard, and my thoughts kept drifting back to the shadow I’d felt pass by. Finally, bolstered by the thought of my future opening up to me, I shook it away. As I drifted off to sleep, I thought I heard my mother’s voice calling me. She was smiling, with open arms.
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