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CH A PTER 1

I D REA M T O F W A R M  FLESH  A N D
CO O K IES. TH E SEX  I
UN D ERSTO O D , but the
cookiesµàİ W hy cookies? W hy not cake,
or m eat? B ut thatµàİ s w hat m y
subconscious chose as I dream t. W e
w ere eating in the tiny kitchen of m yLos
A ngeles apartm entµàİ an apartm ent I



didnµàİ t live in anym ore, outside of
dream s.Thew e w ere m e, Princess
M eredithµàİ the only faerie royal ever
born on A m erican soilµàİ and m y royal
guards, m ore than a dozen of them .

They m oved around m e w ith skin the
color of darkest night, w hitest snow , the
pale of new born leaves, the brow n of
leaves that have gone dow n to die on the
forest floor, a rainbow  of m en m oving
nude around the kitchen.

The real apartm ent kitchen w ould have
barely held three of us, but in the dream
everyone w alked through that narrow
space betw een sink and stove and
cabinets as if there w ere all the room  in
the w orld. W e w ere having cookies



because w eµàİ d just had sex and it w as
hungry w ork, or som ething like that. The
m en m oved around m e graceful and
perfectly nude. Several of the m en w ere
ones Iµàİ d never seen nude. They
m oved w ith skin the color of sum m er
sunshine, the transparent w hite of
crystals, colors I had no nam e for, for
the colors did not exist outside of faerie.
It should have been a good dream , but it
w asnµàİ t. I knew  som ething w as w rong,
that feeling of unease that you get in
dream s w hen you know  that the happy
sights are just a disguise, an illusion to
hide the ugliness to com e.

The plate of cookies w as so innocent, so
ordinary, but it bothered m e. I tried to



pay attention to the m en, touching their
bodies, holding them , but each of them  in
turn w ould pick up a cookie and take a
bite, as if I w erenµàİ t there.

G alen w ith his pale, pale green skin and
greener eyes bit into a cookie, and
som ething squirted out the
side.Som ething thick and dark. The dark
liquid dripped dow n the edge of his
kissable m outh and fell onto the w hite
countertop. That single drop splattered
and spread and w as red, so red,so fresh.
The cookies w ere bleeding.

I slapped it from  G alenµàİ s hand. I
picked up the tray to keep the m en from
eating any m ore. The tray w as full of
blood. It dripped dow n the edges,



poured over m y hands. I dropped the
tray, w hich shattered, and the m en bent
as if they w ould eat from  the floor and
the broken glass. I pushed them  back,
scream ing, µàİ N o!µàİ

D oyle looked up at m e w ith his black
eyes and said, µàİ B ut it is all w e have
had to eat for so long.µàİ

The dream  changed, as dream s w ill. I
stood in an open field w ith a ring of
distant trees encircling it. B eyond the
trees, hills rode up into the paleness of a
m oonlit w interµàİ s night. Snow  lay like
a sm ooth blanket across the ground. I
w as standing ankle-deep in snow . I w as
w earing a loose sw eeping gow n as



w hite as the snow . M y arm s w ere bare
to the cold night. I should have been
freezing, but I w asnµàİ t.D ream , just a
dream . Then I noticed som ething in the
center of the clearing. It w as an anim al,
a sm all w hite anim al, and I
thought,Thatµàİ sw hy I didnµàİ t see it,
for it w as w hite, w hiter than the snow .
W hiter than m y gow n, than m y skin, so
w hite that it seem ed to glow .
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The anim al raised its head, sniffing the
air. It w as a sm all pig, but its snout w as
longer, and its legs taller, than those of



any pig Iµàİ d ever seen. Though it stood
in the m iddle of the snow y field, there
w ere no hoofprints in that sm ooth snow ,
no w ay for the piglet to have w alked to
the center of the field. A s if the anim al
had sim ply appeared there.

I glanced at the circle of trees, for only a
m om ent, and w hen I looked again at the
piglet, it w as bigger.A  hundred pounds
heavier, and taller than m y knees. I
didnµàİ t look aw ay again, but the pig
just got bigger. I couldnµàİ t see it
happening, it w as like trying to w atch a
flow er bloom , but it w as grow ing
bigger.A s tall at the shoulder as m y
w aist, long and broad, and furry. Iµàİ d
never seen a pig so fuzzy before, as if it



had a thick w inter coat. It looked
positively pettable, that pelt. It raised
that strangely long-snouted face tow ard
m e, and I saw  tusks curving from  its
m outh, sm all tusks. The m om ent I saw
them , gleam ing ivory in the snow  light,
another w hisper of unease w ashed
through m e.

I should leave this place,I thought. I
turned to w alk out through that ring of
trees. A ring of trees that now  looked
entirely too even, too w ell planned, to
be accidental.

A  w om an stood behind m e, so close that
w hen the w ind blew  through the dead
trees her hooded cloak brushed against
the hem  of m y gow n. I form ed m y lips to



say,W ho?but never finished the w ord.
She held out a hand that w as w rinkled
and colored w ith age, but it w as a sm all,
slender hand, still lovely, still full of a
quiet strength. N ot full of the rem nants of
youthful strength, but full of the strength
that com es only w ith age. A strength
born of know ledge accum ulated,
w isdom  pondered over m any a long
w interµàİ s night. H ere w as som eone
w ho held the know ledge of a
lifetim eµàİ no, several lifetim es. The
crone, the hag, has been vilified as ugly
and w eak. B ut that is not w hat the true
crone aspect of the G oddess is, and it
w as not w hat I saw . She sm iled at m e,
and that sm ile held all the w arm th you
w ould ever need. It w as a sm ile that



held a thousand fireside chats, a hundred
dozen questions asked and answ ered,
endless lifetim es of know ledge collected
and rem em bered. There w as nothing she
w ould not know , if only I could think of
the questions to ask.

I took her hand, and the skin w as so soft,
soft the w ay a babyµàİ s is. It w as
w rinkled, but sm ooth is not alw ays best,
and there is beauty in age that youth
know s not.

I held the croneµàİ s hand and felt safe,
com pletely and utterly safe, as if nothing
could ever disturb this sense of quiet
peace. She sm iled at m e, the rest of her
face lost in the shadow  of her hood. She
drew  her hand out of m ine, and I tried to



hold on, but she shook her head and said,
though her lips did not m ove, µàİ You
have w ork to do.µàİ

µàİ I donµàİ t understand,µàİ  I said, and
m y breath steam ed in the cold night,
though hers had not. µàİ G ive them  other
food to eat.µàİ

I frow ned. µàİ I donµàİ t
understandµàİ µàİ

µàİ Turn around,µàİ  she said, and this
tim e her lips did m ove, but still her
breath did not color the night. It w as as
if she spoke but did not breathe, or as if
herbreath w ere as cold as the w inter
night. I tried to rem em ber if her hand had
been w arm  or cold, but could not. A ll I



rem em bered w as the sense of peace and
rightness. µàİ Turn around,µàİ  she said
again, and this tim e I did.

A w hite bull stood in the center of the
clearingµàİ at least thatµàİ s w hat it
looked like at first glance. Its shoulder
stood as tall as the top of m y head. It
m ust have been m ore than nine feet long.
Its shoulders w ere a Page 2
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huge broad spread of m uscle hum ped
behind its low ered head. The headraised
, revealing a snout fram ed by long,
pointed tusks. This w as no bull, but a
huge boarµàİ the thing that had begun as



a little pig. Tusks like ivory blades
gleam ed as it looked at m e.

I glanced back, but knew  the crone w as
gone. I w as alone in the w inter night.
W ell, not as alone as I w anted to be. I
looked back and found the m onstrous
boar still standing there, still staring at
m e. The snow  w as cold under m y bare
feet now . M y arm s ran w ith goose
bum ps, and I w asnµàİ t sure if I shivered
from  cold, or fear. I recognized the thick
w hite hair on the boar now . It still
looked so soft. B ut its tail stuck straight
out from  its body, and it raised that long
snout skyw ard. Its breath sm oked in the
air as it sniffed. That w as bad. That
m eant it w as realµàİ or real enough to



hurt m e, anyw ay.

I stood as still as I could. I donµàİ t think
I m oved at all, but suddenly it charged.
Snow  plum ed underneath its hooves as it
cam e for m e.

It w as like w atching som e great m achine
barreling dow n.Too big to be real, too
huge to be possible. I had no w eapon. I
turned and ran.

I heard the boar behind m e. Its hooves
sliced the frozen ground. It let out a
sound that w as alm ost a scream . I
glanced back; I couldnµàİ t help it. The
gow n tangled under m y feet, and I w ent
dow n. I rolled in the snow , fighting to
com e to m y feet, but the gow n tangled



around m y legs. I couldnµàİ t get free of
it.Couldnµàİ t stand.C ouldnµàİ t run.

The boar w as alm ost on top of m e. Its
breath steam ed in clouds. Snow  spilled
around its legs, bits of frozen black earth
sliced up in all that w hite. I had one of
those interm inable m om ents w here you
have all the tim e in the w orld to w atch
death com e for you.W hite boar, w hite
snow , w hite tusks, all aglow  in the
m oonlight, except for the rich black earth
that m arred the w hiteness w ith dark
scars. The boar gave that horrible
scream ing squeal again.

Its thick w inter coat looked so soft. It
w as going to look soft w hile it gored m e
to death and tram pled m e into the snow .



I reached behind m e, feeling for a tree
branch, anything to pull m yself up out of
the snow . Som ething brushed m y hand,
and I grabbed it. Thorns cut into m y
hand. Thorn-covered vines filled the
space betw een the trees. I used the vines
to drag m yself to m y feet. The thorns
w ere biting into m y hands, m y arm s, but
they w ere all I could grasp. The boar
w as soclose, I could sm ell its scent,
sharp and acrid on the cold air. I w ould
not die lying in the snow .

The thorns bled m e, spattered the w hite
gow n w ith blood, the snow  covered in
m inute crim son drops. The vines m oved
under m y hands like som ething m ore



alive than a plant. I felt the
boarµàİ sbreath like heat on the back of
m y body, and the thorny vines opened
like a door. The w orld seem ed to spin,
and w hen I could see again, be sure of
w here I w as again, I w as standing on the
other side of the thorns. The w hite boar
hit the vines hard and fast, as if it
expected to tear its w ay through. For a
m om ent I thought it w ould do just that;
then it w as in the thorns, slow ing. It
stopped rushing forw ard and started
slashing at the vines w ith its great snout
and tusks. It w ould tear them  out,
tram ple them  underfoot, but its w hite
coat w as bedecked w ith tiny bloody
scratches. It w ould break through, but the
thorns bled it.



Iµàİ d never ow ned any m agic in dream ,
or vision, that I didnµàİ t ow n in w aking
life. But I had m agic now . I w ielded the
hand of blood. I put m y bleeding hand
out tow ard the boar and thought,B leed. I
m ade all those sm all scratches pour
blood. But still the beast fought through
the thorns. The vines ripped from  the
earth. I thought,M ore. I m ade a fist of m y
hand, and w hen I opened it w ide, the
scratches slashed w ide. H undreds of
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red m ouths, gaping on that w hite hide.
B lood poured dow n its sides, and now



its squeal w as not a scream  of anger, or
challenge. It w as a squeal of pain.

The vines tightened around it of their
ow n accord. The boarµàİ s knees
buckled, and the vines roped it to the
frozen ground. It w as no longer a w hite
boar, but a red one.R ed w ith blood.
There w as a knife in m y hand. It w as a
shining w hite blade that glow ed like a
star. I knew  w hat I needed to do. I
w alked across the blood-spattered
snow . The boar rolled its eyes at m e, but
I knew  that if it could, even now , it
w ould kill m e.

I plunged the knife into its throat, and
w hen the blade cam e out, blood gushed
into the snow , over m y gow n, onto m y



skin. The blood w as hot.A  crim son
fountain of heat and life. The blood
m elted the snow  dow n to rich black
earth. From  thatearth cam e a tiny piglet,
not w hite this tim e, but taw ny and
striped w ith gold. It w as colored m ore
like a faw n. The piglet cried, but I knew
there w ould be no answ er.

I picked it up, and it curled up in m y
arm s like a puppy. It w as so w arm , so
alive. I w rapped the hooded cloak I now
w ore around us both. M y gow n w as
black now , not black w ith blood, but
sim ply black. The piglet settled into the
soft w arm  cloth. I had boots that w ere
lined w ith fur, soft and w arm . The w hite
knife w as still in m y hand, but it w as



clean, as if the blood had burned aw ay.

I sm elled roses. I turned back and found
that the w hite boarµàİ s body w as gone.
The thorny vines w ere covered in green
leaves and flow ers. The flow ers w ere
w hite and pink, from  palest blush to dark
salm on. Som e of the roses w ere so
deeply pink, they w ere alm ost purple.
The w onderful sw eet scent of w ild roses
filled the air. The dead trees in the circle
w ere dead no m ore, but began to bud
and leaf as I w atched. The thaw  spread
from  the boarµàİ s death and that spill of
w arm  blood. The tiny piglet w as
heavier. I looked dow n and found that it
had doubled in size. I put it onto the
m elting snow , and as the boar had gotten



bigger, so now  this piglet grew . A gain, I
could not see the change, but like a
flow er unfurling undetectably, it changed
all the sam e.

I began to w alk over the snow , and the
rapidly grow ing pig cam e at m y side like
an obedient dog. W here w e stepped the
snow  m elted, and life returned to the
land. The pig lost its baby stripes, and
grew  black and as tall at the shoulder as
m y w aist, and still it grew . I touched its
back, and the hair w as not soft, but
coarse. I stroked its side, and it nestled
against m e. W e w alked the land, and
w here w e w alked, the w orld becam e
green once m ore.

W e cam e to the crest of a sm all hill,



w here a slab of stonelay grey and cold
in the grow ing light. D aw n had com e,
breaking like a crim son w ound across
the eastern sky. The sun returns in blood,
and dies in blood. The boar had tusks
now , sm all curling things, but I w asnµàİ t
afraid. H e nuzzled m y hand, and his
snout w as softer, and m ore nim ble, m ore
like a great finger, than any pigµàİ s
snout Iµàİ d ever touched. H e m ade a
sound that w as pleasant and m ade m e
sm ile. Then he turned and ran dow n the
other side of the hill, w ith his tail
straight out behind him  like a flag.
Everyw here his hooves touched, the
earth sprang green. A robed figure w as
beside m e on the hill, but it w as not the
grey-robed figure of the crone G oddess



in w inter. This w as a m ale figure taller
than I, broad of shoulder, and cloaked in
a hood as black as the boar that w as
grow ing sm all in the distance.
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H e held out his hands, and in them  w as a
horn.The curved tusk of a great boar. It
w as w hite and fresh, w ith blood still on
it, as if he had just that m om ent cut it
from  the w hite boar. B ut as I m oved
over tow ard him , the horn becam e clean
and polished, as if w ith m any years of
use, as if m any hands had touched it. The
horn w as no longer w hite, but a rich



am ber color that spoke of age. Just
before I touched his hands, I realized the
horn w as set in gold, form ed into a cup.

I laid m y hands on either side of his and
found that his hands w ere as dark as his
cloak, but I knew  this w as not m y D oyle,
m y D arkness. This w as the G od. I
looked up into his hood and saw  for an
instant the boarµàİ s head; then I saw  a
hum an m outh that sm iled at m e. H is face,
like the face of the G oddess, w as
covered in shadow µàİ for the face of
deity w as ever a m ystery.

H e w rapped m y hands around the
sm ooth horn of the cup, the carved gold
alm ost soft under m y fingers. H e pressed
m y hands to the cup. I w ondered, w here



had the w hite knife gone?

A  deep voice that w as no m anµàİ s voice
and every m anµàİ s voice said,
µàİ W here it belongs.µàİ  The knife
appeared in the cup, blade-dow n, and it
w as shining again, as if a star had fallen
into that cup of horn and gold. µàİ D rink
and be m erry.µàİ  H e laughed then at his
ow n pun. H e raised the shining cup to
m y lips and vanished to the w arm  sound
of his ow n laughter.

I drank from  the horn and found it full of
the sw eetest m ead I had ever drunk,
thick w ith honey, and w arm  as if the heat
of the sum m er itself slipped across m y
tongue, caressed m y throat. I sw allow ed



and it w as m ore intoxicating than any
m ere drink.

Pow er is the m ost intoxicating drink of
all.

µàİ

C H A PTER 2

I W O K E SU R RO UN D ED  B Y A
C IR C LE O F FA C ES, IN  A B ED  TH AT
W A Snot m ine.Faces the color of darkest
night, w hitest snow , the pale green of
new  leaves, the gold of sum m er
sunshine, the brow n of leaves trodden
underfoot destined to be rich earth. But
there w as no pale skin that held all the
colors of a brilliant crystal, like a



diam ond carved into flesh. I blinked up
at all of them , and
w onderedµàİ rem em bering m y
dream µàİ w herew ere the cookies?

D oyleµàİ s voice, deep and thick, as if it
cam e from  a great distance, said,
µàİ Princess M eredith, are you w ell?µàİ

I sat up, nude in the bed w ith black silk
sheets, cold against m y skin. The queen
had loaned us her room  for the night.
Real fur, soft and nearly alive, pressed
against m y hip. The fur covering m oved,
and K ittoµàİ s face blinked up at m e. H is
huge blue eyes dom inated his pale face
and held no w hite in all that color. The
color w as Seelie sidhe, but the eyes
them selves w ere goblin. H e had been a



child of the last great goblinµàİ sidhe
w ar. H is pale perfect body w as barely
four feet tall, a delicate m an, the only
one of m y m en w ho w as shorter than I
w as. H e looked child-like cuddled dow n
in the fur, his face fram ed like som e
cherub for a Valentineµàİ s D ay card. H e
had been m ore than a thousand years old
before C hristianity w as a w ord. H eµàİ d
been part of m y treaty w ith the goblins.
They w ere m y allies because he shared
m y bed. H is hand found m y arm  and
stroked up and dow n m y skin, seeking
com fort as w e all did w hen w e w ere
nervous. H e didnµàİ t like m e staring at
him  w ithout saying anything. H e had
been curled up close to m e, and the
pow er of the G oddess and the G od in m y



dream  m ust have slipped across his skin.
The faces of the fifteen m en standing in
their circle around the bed show ed
clearly that they had felt som ething, too.
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Laurell K. Hamilton: Meredith Gentry
05 Mistral's Kiss

D oyle repeated his question:
µàİ Princess M eredith, are you w ell?µàİ

I looked at m y captain of the guard, m y
lover, his face as black as the cloak I
had w orn in vision, or the fur of the boar
that had run out into the snow  and
brought spring back to the land. I had to
close m y eyes and breathe deeply, trying
to break free of the last vestiges of



vision and dream .Trying to be in the
here and now . I raised m y hands from
the tangle of sheets. In m y right hand w as
a cup form ed of horn, the horn ancient
and yellow ed, held in gold that bore
sym bols that few  outside faerie could
read now . In m y left hand I expected to
find the w hite knife, but it w as not there.
M y left hand w as em pty. I stared at it for
a m om ent,then raised the cup w ith both
hands.

µàİ M y G od,µàİ  Rhys w hispered, though
the w hisper w as strangely loud.
µàİ Yes,µàİ  D oyle said, µàİ that is
exactly w hat it is.µàİ

µàİ W hat did he say w hen he gave you
the cup of horn?µàİ  It w as A be w ho



asked. A be w ith his hair striped in
shades of pale grey, dark grey, black,
and w hite, perfect strands of color. H is
eyes w ere a few  shades darker grey than
m ost hum an eyes, but not otherw orldly,
not really. If you dressed him  like a
m odern G oth, heµàİ d be the hit of any
club scene.

H is eyes w ere strangely solem n. H eµàİ d
been the drunk and joke of the court for
m ore years than I could rem em ber. B ut
now  there w as a different person looking
out from  his face, a glim pse of w hat he
m ight once have been. Som eone w ho
thought before he spoke, som eone w ho
had other preoccupations than getting
drunk as quickly and as often as he



could.

A be sw allow ed hard and asked again,
µàİ W hat did he say?µàİ

I answ ered him  this tim e. µàİ D rink and
be m erry.µàİ

A be sm iled, w istful, sorrow -filled.
µàİ That sounds like him .µàİ

µàİ Like w ho?µàİ  I asked.

µàİ The cup used to be m ine.M y
sym bol.µàİ

I craw led to the edge of the bed and
knelt on it. I held the cup up w ith both
hands tow ard him . µàİ D rink and be



m erry, A beloec.µàİ

H e shook his head. µàİ I do not deserve
the G odµàİ s favor, Princess. I do not
deserve anyoneµàİ s favor.µàİ

I suddenly knew µàİ not by w ay of a
visionµàİ I just suddenly possessed the
know ledge. µàİ You w erenµàİ t throw n
out of theSeelie C ourt for seducing the
w rong w om an, as everyone believes.
You w ere throw n out because you lost
your pow ers, and once you could no
longer m ake the courtiers m erry w ith
drink and revelry, Taranis kicked you
out of the golden court.µàİ

A  tear trem bled on the edge of one eye.
A beloec stood there, straight and proud



in a w ay that I had never seen him . Iµàİ d
never seen him  sober, as he appeared to
be now . C learly heµàİ d drunk to forget,
but he w as still im m ortal and sidhe,
w hich m eant that no drug, no drink,
could ever truly help him  find oblivion.
H e could be clouded, but never truly
know  the rush of any drug.
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H e finally nodded, and that w as enough
to spill the tear onto his cheek. I caught
the tear on the edge of the horn cup. That
tiny drop seem ed to race dow n the
inside of the cup faster than gravity



should pull it. I donµàİ t know  if the
others could see w hat w as happening,
but A be and I w atched the tear race for
the bottom  of that cup. The tear slid
inside the dark curve of the bottom , and
suddenly there w as liquid spilling up,
bubbling up like a spring from  the dark
inner curve of the horn.

D eep gold liquid filled the cup to its
brim , and the sm ell of honey and berries
and the pungent sm ell of alcohol filled
the room .

A beµàİ s hands cupped over m ine in the
sam e w ay I had held the cup in the
vision w ith the G od. I raised it up, and
as A beloecµàİ s lips touched the rim , I
said, µàİ D rink and be m erry. D rink and



be m ine.µàİ

H e hesitated before he drank, and I
observedan intelligence in those grey
eyes that Iµàİ d never glim psed before.
H e spoke w ith his lips brushing the edge
of the cup. H e w anted to drink. I could
feel it in the eager trem ble in his hands
as they covered m ine.

µàİ I belonged to a king once. W hen I
w as no longer his court fool, he cast m e
out.µàİ  The trem bling in his hands
slow ed, as if each w ord steadied him .
µàİ I belonged to a queen once. She
hated m e, alw ays, and m ade certain by
her w ords and her deeds that I knew  just
how  m uch she hated m e.µàİ  H is hands



w ere w arm  and firm  against m ine. H is
eyes w ere deep, dark grey, charcoal
grey, w ith a hint of black som ew here in
the center. µàİ I have never belonged to a
princess, but I fear you. I fear w hat you
w ill do to m e. W hat you w ill m ake m e
do to others. I fear taking this drink and
binding m yself to your fate.µàİ

I shook m y head but never lost the
concentration of his eyes. µàİ I do not
bind you to m y fate, A beloec,nor m e to
yours. I m erely say, drink of the pow er
that w as once yours to w ield. Be w hat
you once w ere. This is not m y gift to
give to you. This cup belongs to the G od,
the Consort. H e gave it to m e and bid m e
share it w ith you.µàİ



µàİ H e spoke of m e?µàİ

µàİ N o, not you specifically, but he bid
m e to share it w ith others. The G oddess
told m e to give you all som ething else to
eat.µàİ  I frow ned, unsure how  to explain
everything Iµàİ d seen, or done. Vision is
alw ays m ore sensible inside your head
than on your tongue.

I tried to put into w ords w hat I felt in m y
heart. µàİ The first drink is yours, but not
the last.D rink, and w e w ill see w hat
happens.µàİ

µàİ I am  afraid,µàİ  he w hispered.

µàİ B e afraid, but take your drink,
A beloec.µàİ



µàİ You do not think less of m e for being
afraid.µàİ

µàİ O nly those w ho have never know n
fear are allow ed to think less of others
for being afraid. Frankly, I think anyone
w ho has never been afraid of anything in
their entire life is either a liar or lacks
im agination.µàİ

It m ade him  sm ile, then laugh, and in that
laughter I heard the echo of the G od.
Som e piece of A beloecµàİ s old
godhead had kept this cup safe for
centuries. Som e shadow  of his old
pow er had w aited and kept w atch.
W atched for som eone w ho could find
their w ay through vision to a hill on the
edge of w inter and spring; on the edge of



darkness and daw n; a place betw een,
w here m ortal and im m ortal could touch.
Page 7
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H is laughter m ade m e sm ile, and there
w ere answ ering chuckles from  around
the room . It w as the kind of laughter that
w ould be infectious. H e w ould laugh
and you w ould have to laugh w ith him .
µàİ Just by holding the cup in your
hand,µàİ  Rhys said, µàİ your laughter
m akes m e sm ile. You havenµàİ t been
that am using in centuries.µàİ  H e turned
his boyishly handsom e face to us, w ith
its scars w here his other tricolored blue



eye w ould have been. µàİ D rink, and see
w hat is left of w ho you thought you
w ere, or donµàİ t drink, and go back to
being shadow  and a joke.µàİ

µàİ A  bad joke,µàİ  A beloec said.

Rhys nodded and cam e to stand close to
us. H is w hite curls fell to his w aist,
fram ing a body that w as the m ost
seriously m uscled of any of the guards.
H e w as also the shortest of them , a full-
blooded sidhe w ho w as only five foot
sixµàİ unheard of. µàİ W hat do you have
to lose?µàİ

µàİ I w ould have to try again. I w ould
have to care again,µàİ  said A be. H e
stared at Rhys as com pletely as he had at



m e, as if w hat w e w ere saying m eant
everything.

µàİ If all you w ant is to craw l back into
another bottle or another bag of pow der,
then do it. Step aw ay from  the cup and
let som eone else drink,µàİ  R hys said.

A look of pain crossed A beloecµàİ s
face. µàİ Itµàİ s m ine. Itµàİ s part of w ho
I w as.µàİ

µàİ The G od didnµàİ t m ention you by
nam e, A be,µàİ  Rhys said. µàİ H e told
her to share, not w ho w ith.µàİ

µàİ But itµàİ s m ine.µàİ

µàİ O nly if you take it,µàİ  Rhys said,



and his voice w as low  and clear, and
som ehow  gentle, as if he understood
m ore than I did w hy A be w as afraid.

µàİ Itµàİ s m ine,µàİ  A be said again.

µàİ Then drink,µàİ  R hys said, µàİ drink
and be m erry.µàİ

µàİ D rink and be dam ned,µàİ  A beloec
said.

Rhys touched his arm . µàİ N o, A be, say
it, and do your best to believe it. D rink
and be m erry. Iµàİ ve seen m ore of us
com e back into our pow er than you have.
The attitude affects it, or can.µàİ

A beloec started to let go of the cup, but I



m oved off the bed and cam e to stand in
front of him . µàİ You w ill bring
everything you learned in this long sad
tim e w ith you, but you w ill still be you.
You w ill be w ho you w ere, just older
and w iser. W isdom  bought at great cost
is nothing to regret.µàİ

H e stared dow n at m e w ith his eyes a
dark and perfect grey. µàİ You bid m e
drink.µàİ

I shook m y head. µàİ N o. It m ust be your
choice.µàİ

µàİ Y ou w ill not com m and m e?µàİ

I shook m y head again.



µàİ The princess has som e very
A m erican view s on freew ill,µàİ  Rhys
said. Page 8
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µàİ I take that as a com plim ent,µàİ  I
said.

µàİ B utµàİ ,µàİ  A be said, softly.

µàİ Yes,µàİ  Rhys said, µàİ it m eans
itµàİ s all on you.Your choice.Your
fate.A ll in your hands. Enough rope to
hangyourself , as they say.µàİ

µàİ O r save yourself,µàİ  D oyle said, and
he cam e to stand on the other side, like a



taller darkness to Rhysµàİ s w hite.
A beloec and I stood w ith w hite on one
side, black on the other. R hys had once
been Crom m  Cruach, a god of death and
life. D oyle w as the queenµàİ s chief
assassin, but once he had been N odons,
a god of healing. W e stood betw een
them , and w hen I looked up at A beloec
som ething m oved in his eyes, som e
shadow  of that person I had glim psed on
the hill inside the hood of a cloak.

A beloec raised the cup, taking m y hands
w ith it. W e raised the cup together and
he low ered his head. H is lips hesitated
for a breath on the edge of that sm ooth
horn,then he drank. H e kept tipping the
cup back, until he had to drop to his



knees so that m y hands stayed on the cup
w hile he upended it. H e drank it dow n in
one long sw allow .

O n his knees, releasing the cup, he threw
his head back, eyes closed. H is body
bent backw ard, until he lay in a pool of
his ow n striped hair, his knees still bent
underneath him . H e lay for a m om ent so
still, so very still, that I feared for him . I
w aited for his chest to rise and fall. I
w illed him  to breathe, but he didnµàİ t.
H e lay like one asleep, except for the
odd angle of his legsµàİ no one slept like
that. H is face had sm oothed out, and I
realized that A be w as one of the few
sidhe w ho had perm anent w orry lines,
tiny w rinkles at eye and m outh. They



sm oothed in his sleep, if it w as sleep.

I dropped to m y knees beside him , the
cup still in m y hands. I leaned over him ,
touched the side of his face. H e never
m oved. I placed m y hand on the side of
his face and w hispered his nam e:
µàİ A beloec.µàİ

H is eyes flew  open w ide. It startled
m e.D rew  a soft gasp from  m y lips. H e
grabbed m y w rist at his face, and his
other arm  w rapped around m y w aist. H e
sat up, or knelt up, in one pow erful
m ovem ent, w ith m e in his arm s. H e
laughed, and it w asnµàİ t a m ere echo of
w hat Iµàİ d heard in m y vision. The
laughter filled the room , and the other
m en laughed w ith him . The room  rang



w ith joyous m asculine laughter. I
laughed w ith him , them . It w as
im possible not to laugh w ith the pure joy
in his face so close to m ine. H e leaned
in, closing the last inches betw een our
m ouths. I knew  he w as going to kiss m e,
and I w anted him  to. I w anted to feel that
laughter inside m e.

H is m outh pressed against m ine. A great
cry w ent up am ong the m en, joyous and
rough. H is tongue licked light along m y
bottom  lip, and I opened m y m outh to
him . H e thrust him self inside m y m outh,
and suddenly all I could taste w as honey
and fruit, and m ead. It w asnµàİ t just his
sym bol. H e w as the cup, or w hat it
contained. H is tongue shoved inside m e



until I had to open m y m outh w ide or
choke. A nd it w as like sw allow ing the
thick, golden honeyed m ead. H e w as the
intoxicating cup. I w as on the floor w ith
him  on top of m e, but he w as too tall to
kiss m e deeply and press m uch of
anything else against m y naked body at
the sam e tim e. Beneath us w as a fur
throw  that lay on the stone floor. It
tickled along m y skin, helped every
m ovem ent he m ade be som ething m ore,
as if the fur w ere helping caress m e. O ur
skin began to glow  as if w eµàİ d
sw allow ed the m oon at her ripe bursting
fullness, and her light w as Page 9

Laurell K. Hamilton: Meredith Gentry
05 Mistral's Kiss



shining out from  our skin. The w hite
streaks in his hair show ed a pale
lum inous blue. H is charcoal-grey eyes
stayed strangely dark. I knew  that m y
eyes glow ed, each circle of color, green
of grass, pale green jade, and that m olten
gold. I knew  that every circle of m y iris
glow ed. M y hair cast a reddish light
around m y vision: It shone like spun
garnets w ith fire inside them  w hen I
glow ed.

H is eyes w ere like som e deep, dark
cave w here the light could not go.
A bruptly, I realized that for a long
w hile, w e hadnµàİ t been kissing.
W eµàİ d sim ply been staring into each
otherµàİ s faces. I leaned up tow ard him ,



w rapped m y hands around him . Iµàİ d
forgotten I still held the cup in one hand,
and it touched his bare back. H is spine
bow ed, and liquid poured across his
skin; though the cup had been em ptied
before, it w as full again. H eavy, cool
liquid rushed dow n his body and over
m ine, drenching us in that thick golden
flow .

Pale blue lines danced across his skin. I
couldnµàİ t tell if they w ere under his
skin, inside his body, or on the surface
of his glow ing torso. H e kissed m e. H e
kissed m e deep and long, and this tim e
he didnµàİ t taste like m ead. H e tasted of
flesh, of lips and m outh and tongue, and
the graze of teeth along m y low er lip.



A nd still the m ead ran dow n our bodies,
spreading out, out into a golden pool.
The fur underneath us flattened in the
tide of it.

H e spilled his m outh and hands dow n m y
body, over m y breasts. H e held them  in
his hands, gently, caressed m y nipples
w ith his lips and tongue until I cried out,
and I felt m y body grow  w et, but not
from  the spreading golden pool of m ead.

I w atched the pale blue lines on his arm
flow  into shapes, flow ers and vines, and
m ove dow n his hand and across m y skin.
It felt as if som eone traced a feather
across m y skin. A voice cried out, and it
w asnµàİ t m e, and it w asnµàİ t A beloec.
B rii had fallen to his hands and knees,



his long yellow  hair spilling dow n into
the grow ing pool of m ead.

A beloec sucked harder on m y breast,
forcing m y attention back to him . H is
eyes still didnµàİ t glow , but there w as
that intensity in them  that is a kind of
m agic, a kind of pow er.The pow er that
all m en have w hen they spill them selves
dow n your body w ith skilled hands and
m outh.

H e m oved his m outh over m e, drinking
w here the m ead had pooled in the
hollow  of m y stom ach. H e licked the
tender skin just above the hair that
curled betw een m y legs. H is tongue
pressed in long sure strokes over such



innocent skin. It m ade m e w onder w hat it
w ould be like w hen he dropped low er to
things that w erenµàİ t so innocent.

A  m anµàİ s strangled cry m ade m e look
aw ay from  A beloecµàİ s dark eyes. I
knew  that voice. G alen had fallen to his
knees. H is skin w as a green so pale it
w as w hite, but now  green lines traced
his skin, glow ing, w rithing under his
skin.Form ing vines and flow ers,
pictures. O ther cries drew  m y attention
to the rest of the room . O f the fifteen
guards, m ost w ere on their knees, or
w orse. Som e had fallen flat to the floor
to w rithe on their stom achs, as if they
w ere trapped in the flow ing golden
liquid, as if it w ere liquid am ber and



they w ere insects about to be caught
forever. A nd they fought against their
fate. Lines of blue, or green, or red,
traced their bodies. I caught glim pses of
anim als, vines, im ages draw n over their
skin, like tattoos that w ere alive and
grow ing.

D oyle and R hys stood in the grow ing
tide and seem ed unm oved. B ut D oyle
stared at his hands and arm s, at lines
tracing those strong arm s, crim son
against that blackness. R hysµàİ s body
w as painted w ith palest blue, but he
didnµàİ t w atch the lines; he w atched m e
and A beloec. Frost, also, stood in the
w rithing spill of liquid, Page 10
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but he, like D oyle, stared at the tracing
of lines that glow ed over his skin. N icca
stood tall and straight w ith his brow n
hair and the brilliant spill of his w ings,
like the sails of som e faerie ship, but no
lines covered his skin: H e rem ained
untouched.

It w as Barinthus, tallest of all the sidhe,
w ho had m oved to the door. H e stood
pressed to it, avoiding the spill of m ead
that seem ed to creep like a thing alive
across the floor. H e held on to the door
handle as if it w ould not open. A s if w e
w ere trapped here until the m agic had its



w ay w ith us. A sm all sound drew  m e
back to gaze at the bed, and K itto still
perched there, safe above the flow ing
m ead. H is eyes w ere w ide, as if he w as
afraid, regardless. H e w as afraid of so
m uch. A beloec rubbed his cheek across
m y thigh. It brought m e back to him .B ack
to gazing into those dark, alm ost hum an
eyes. The glow  of his skin and m ine had
dim m ed. I realized that heµàİ d paused to
let m e look around the room .

N ow  his hands slid under m y thighs, and
he low ered his face, hesitating, as if he
w ere com ing in for a chaste kiss. But
w hat he did w ith his m outh w asnµàİ t
chaste. H e plunged his tongue thick and
sure across m e. The sensation threw  m y



head back, bow ed m y spine.

Upside dow n, I saw  the door open, saw
the surprised look on the face of
Barinthus as M istral, the queenµàİ s new
captain of the guard, strode in.H is hair
the grey of rain clouds. O nce he had
been the m aster of storm s, a sky god.
N ow  he strode into the room  and slipped
on the m ead, started to fall. Then it w as
as if the w orld blinked. O ne m om ent he
w as falling near the door; the next he
w as above m e, falling tow ard m e. H e
put his hands out to try to catch him self,
and I put m y arm s up to keep him  from
falling on top of m e. H is hand caught the
floor, but m y hand touched his chest. H e
shuddered above m e on his knees and



one hand, as if I had m ade his heart
stutter. I touched him  through the tough
softness of leather arm or. H e w as safe
behind it, but the look on his face w as
that of a stricken m an, eyes w ide. H e
w as close enough now  that I could see
his eyes w ere the sw im m ing green of the
sky before a great storm  breaks,
destroying all in its path. O nly great
anxiety could bring his eyes to that
color, or great anger. Long ago, the sky
itself had changed w ith the color of
M istralµàİ s eyes. M y skin sang to life,
glow ing like a w hite-hot star. A beloec
glow ed w ith m e. For the first tim e, I saw
the lines on m y ow n skin, and the
w rithing lines of color m arched over us,
neon blue in the glow . I w atched a



thorny vine craw l blue and alive dow n
m y hand to unfurl across M istralµàİ s
pale skin. M istralµàİ s body convulsed
above m e, and it w as as if the lines of
color drew  him  dow n tow ard m e; as if
they w ere ropes pulling him  dow n,
dow n. H is eyes stayed unw illing, his
body fighting w ith m uscle and m ight.
O nly w hen he w as nearly on top of m e
and A beloec, and only the force of his
shoulders held his face above m ine, did
his eyeschange. I w atched that
frightening storm  green fade from  his
eyes, replaced w ith a blue as sw im m ing
and pure as a sum m er sky. Iµàİ d never
know n his eyes could be that blue. The
blue lines in his skin painted a lightning
bolt across his cheek; then his face w as



too close to m ine for m e to see details.
H is m outh w as upon m ine, and I kissed
M istral for the second tim e ever. H e
kissed m e, as if he w ould breathe the air
he needed to live from  m y m outh, as if, if
his m outh did not touch m ine, it w ould
be death. H is hands slid dow n m y body,
and w hen he touched m y breasts he m ade
a sound deep in his throat that w as
eagerµàİ alm ost a sound of pain.

A beloec chose that m om ent to rem ind
m e that there w as m ore than one m outh
against m y body. H e fed Page 11
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betw een m y legs w ith tongue and lips



and, lightly, teeth, so that I m ade m y ow n
eager sounds into M istralµàİ s m outh. It
drew  another of those sounds from  him
that w as both eager and pain-filled, as if
he w anted this so badly that it hurt. H is
hand convulsed on m y breast. H ard
enough that it did hurt, but in that w ay
that pain can feed into pleasure. I
w rithed under both their m ouths,
plunging lips to M istral, hips to
A beloec. It w as at that m om ent that the
w orld sw am .

µàİ

I TH O UG H T AT FIRST IT W A S
SIM PLY TH E IN SID E O F M Y
O W N head, caught in pleasure. But then I
realized there w as no longer a fur rug,



heavy w ith m ead, under m y body. I lay
instead on dry tw igs that poked and
prodded m y bare skin.

The shift of surroundings w as enough to
draw  the attention of us all aw ay from
m ouths and hands. W e w ere in a dark
place, for the only light w as the glow  of
our bodies. But it w as a brighter glow
than just the three of us held. It m ade m e
look beyond the m en touching m e. Frost,
R hys, and G alen w ere like pale ghosts of
them selves. D oyle w as alm ost invisible
except for the lines of pow er. There
w ere others glow ing in the dark, alm ost
all the vegetative deities and N icca,
standing w ith his w ings glow ing around
him . Theyµàİ d gone back to being a



tattoo on his back until tonight. I
didnµàİ t rem em ber N icca touching the
m ead. I looked for B arinthus and K itto,
but they w erenµàİ t here. It w as as if the
m agic had picked and chosen am ong m y
m en. By the glow  of our bodies I saw
dead plants.W ithered things.

W e w ere in the dead gardensµàİ those
once m agical underground lands w here
legend had it that faerie had its ow n sun
and m oon, rain and w eather. But I had
never know n any of that. The pow er of
the sidhe had faded long before I w as
born. The gardens w ere sim ply dead
now , and the sky overhead w as only
bare, em pty rock. I heard som eone say,
µàİ H ow ?µàİ  Then those lines of color



flared bright: crim son, neon blue,
em erald green in the dark. It forced cries
from  the dark, and sent A beloecµàİ s
m outh back betw een m y legs.
M istralµàİ s m outh pressed into m ine,
his hands eager on m y body. It w as a
sw eet trap, but trap it w as, laid for us by
som ething that cared little for w hat w e
w anted. The m agic of faerie held us, and
w e w ould not be free until that m agic
w as satisfied.

I tried to be afraid, but I couldnµàİ t.
There w as nothing but the feel of
A beloecµàİ s and M istralµàİ s bodies on
m ine, and the push of the dead earth
underneath m e.

µàİ



CH A PTER  3

A BELO EC µàİ S TO N G U E M A D E
LO N G , SU R E STR O K ES A R O U N D
TH Eedge of m y opening, then a caress at
the top as he m oved dow nw ard again.
M istralµàİ s hands played w ith m y
breasts in the sam e w ay he kissed, as if
he could not fill his hands w ith enough
of m y body, as if the sensation w as
som ething that he had to have. H e rolled
m y nipples betw een his fingers, and
finally m oved his m outh from  m ine to
join his hands at m y breasts. H e took one
breast into his m outh, as far as he could,
as if he w ould truly eat m y flesh. H e
sucked hard, and harder, until his teeth



began to press into m e.

A beloec m oved up to that sw eet place at
the top of m y opening and began to roll
his tongue over and around it.
M istralµàİ s teeth pressed in slow ly, as
if hew ere w aiting for m e to say stop, but
I didnµàİ t. The com bination of
A beloecµàİ s m outh, sure and gentle
betw een m y legs, and the inexorable
pressure of M istralµàİ s m outh on m y
breast, tight and tighter, w as exquisite. A
soft breeze danced across m y skin. A
trickle of w ind pushed strands of
M istralµàİ s hair across m y body, Page
12
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pulling strands free from  his long
ponytail. H is teeth continued their
relentless press. H e w as crushing m y
breast betw een his teeth, and it felt so
good. A beloecµàİ s tongue flicked fast
and faster over that one sw eet point.

The w ind blew  harder, sending dead
leaves skittering across our bodies.
M istralµàİ s teeth w ere alm ost m et in m y
breast, and it hurt now . I opened m y
m outh to tell him  to stop, but in that
m om ent A beloec flicked that one last
tim e I needed. H e brought m e scream ing,
m y hands flinging outw ard, upw ard,
searching for som ething to hold on to,



w hile A beloec built the orgasm  w ith
tongue and m outh.

M y hands found M istral. I dug nails into
his bare arm s, and only w hen one of m y
hands reached for his thigh did he grab
m y w rist. To do it, he had to release m y
breast from  the prison of his m outh. H e
pinned m y hands into the dry earth,
w hile I scream ed and strained to reach
him  w ith nails and teeth. H e stayed just
above m e, pressing m y w rists into the
ground. H e stared dow n at m e w ith eyes
flickering w ith light. M y last sight of his
eyes, before A beloec m ade m e fling m y
head from  side to side, fighting against
the pleasure, w as that they w ere full of
lightning, flickering, dancing,so bright it



m ade shadow s on the glow  of m y skin.
A beloecµàİ s hands dug into m y thighs,
holding m e in place, w hile I struggled to
break free. It felt so goodµàİ so
goodµàİ that I thought I w ould lose m y
m ind if he didnµàİ t stop.So good that I
w anted him  both to stop, and never to
stop.

The w ind blew  harder. D ried, w oody
vines screeched in the grow ing w ind,
and trees creaked w ith protest, as if their
dead lim bs w ould not last the w ind.

The lines of color that fed out from
A beloec, red and blue and green, grew
brighter w ith the w ind. The colors
pulsed bright and brighter. M aybe
because the light w as so intensely



colored, it didnµàİ t so m uch push back
the darkness as m ake the darkness
glow µàİ as if the endless night had been
brushed w ith neon lights. A beloec let go
of m y thighs, and the m om ent he did the
lights dim m ed, just a little. H e knelt
betw een m y legs and began unlacing his
breeches. H is m odern clothes had been
ruined in last nightµàİ s assassination
attem pt, and he, like m ost of the m en
w ho rarely left faerie, had few  things
w ith zippers or m etal buttons. I started to
say no, because he hadnµàİ t asked, and
because the m agic w as receding. I could
think again, as if the orgasm  had cleared
m y m ind.

I w as supposed to be having as m uch sex



as I could, for if I didnµàİ t get w ith
child soon, not only w ould I never be
queen, but Iµàİ d probably be dead. If m y
cousin C el got som eone w ith child
before I got pregnant, he w ould be king,
and he w ould kill m e, and all w ho w ere
loyal to m e. It w as an incentive to fuck
that no aphrodisiac could m atch.

B ut there w as som ething sharp under m y
back, andm ore sm aller pains up and
dow n m y body.D ead branches and bits
of plant poking and biting at m e. I
hadnµàİ t noticed it until after the
orgasm , w hen the endorphins w ere
receding at a rapid rate. Thereµàİ d been
alm ost no afterglow , just m ind-blow ing
orgasm , and then this feeling of fading,



of being aw are of every discom fort. If
A beloec had m issionary position in
m ind, w e needed a blanket.

It w asnµàİ t like m e to lose interest so
quickly. If A beloec w as as talented w ith
other things as he w as w ith his m outh,
then he w as som eone I w anted to bed,
just for sheer pleasure. So w hy did I
suddenly find m yself w ithno upon m y
lips and a desire to get up off the
ground?
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µàİ



TH EN  A  V O IC E C A M E O U T O F TH E
G R O W IN G  D A R K  A S TH E LIN ESof
color fadedµàİ a voice that froze us all
w here w e w ere and sent m y heart
pounding into m y throat. µàİ W ell, w ell,
w ell, I call for m y captain of the guard,
M istral, and he is now here to be found.
M y healer tells m e that you all vanished
from  the bedroom . I searched for you in
the dark, and here you are.µàİ  A ndais,
Q ueen of A ir and D arkness, stepped out
from  the far w all. H er pale skin w asa
w hiteness in the grow ing dark, but there
w as light around her, light as if black
could be a flam e and give illum ination.

µàİ If you had stood in the light, I w ould
have not found you, but you stand in the



dark, the deep dark of the dead gardens.
You cannot hide from  m e here,
M istral.µàİ

µàİ N o one w as hiding from  you, m y
queen,µàİ  D oyle saidµàİ the first any of
us had spoken since w eµàİ d all been
brought here.

She w aved him  silent and w alked over
the dry grass. The w ind that had been
w hipping the leaves w as dying now , as
the colors died.

The last of the w ind fluttered the hem  of
her black robe.µàİ W ind?µàİ  She m ade
it a question. µàİ There has not been
w ind in here for centuries.µàİ



M istral had left m e to drop to his knees
before her. H is skin faded as he m oved
aw ay from  m e and A beloec. I w ondered
if his eyes still flashed w ith lightning,
but w as betting they did not. µàİ W hy did
you leave m y side, M istral?µàİ  She
touched his chin w ith long pointed nails,
raised his face so he had to look at her.

µàİ I sought guidance,µàİ  he said in a
voice that both w as low  and seem ed to
carry in the grow ing dark. N ow  that
A beloec and I had stopped having sex,
all the light w as fading, all the flow  on
everyoneµàİ s skin w as dying aw ay.
Soon w e w ould stand ina darkness so
absolute that you could touch your ow n
eyeball w ithout first blinking. A  cat



w ould be blind in here;even a catµàİ s
eyes need som e light. µàİ G uidance for
w hat, M istral?µàİ She m ade of his nam e
an evil w hine that held the threat of pain,
as a sm ell on the w ind can prom ise rain.

H e tried to bow  his head, but she kept
her fingertips under his chin. µàİ You
sought guidance from  m y D arkness?µàİ

A beloec helped m e to m y feet and held
m e close, not for rom ance, but the w ay
all the fey do w hen theyµàİ re nervous.
W e touch one another, huddling in the
dark, as if the touch of anotherµàİ s hand
w ill keep the great bad thing from
happening.

µàİ Y es,µàİ  M istral said.



µàİ Liar,µàİ  the queen said, and the last
thing I saw  before the darkness
sw allow ed the w orld w as the gleam  of a
blade in her other hand. It flashed from
her robe, w here sheµàİ d hidden it. I
spoke before I could think:µàİ N o!µàİ

H er voice craw led out of the darkness
and seem ed to creep along m y skin.
µàİ M eredith, niece, do you actually
forbid m e from  punishing one of m y ow n
guards? N ot one of your guards, but
m ine, m ine!µàİ
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The darkness w as heavier, thicker, and it
took m ore effort to breathe. I knew  she
could m ake the very air so heavy that it
w ould crush the life out of m e. She could
m ake the air so thick that m y m ortal
lungs couldnµàİ t draw  it in. Sheµàİ d
nearly killed m e just yesterday, w hen I
interfered in one of her
µàİ entertainm ents.µàİ

µàİ There w as w ind in the dead
gardens.µàİ  D oyleµàİ s deep voice cam e
so low , so deep, that it seem ed to
vibrate along m y spine. µàİ You felt the
w ind. Y ou rem arked upon the w ind.µàİ

µàİ Yes, I did, but now  it is gone. N ow
the gardens are dead, dead as they w ill
alw ays be.µàİ



A  pale green light sprang from  the
darkness.D oyle holding a cup of sickly
greenish flam es in his hands. It w as one
of his hands of pow er. Iµàİ d seen the
touch of that fire craw l over other sidhe
and m ake them  w ish for death. But as so
m any things in faerie, it had other uses. It
w as a w elcom e light in the dark. The
light show ed that it w as no longer her
fingertips that held M istralµàİ s chin
upw ard, but the edge of a blade.H er
blade, M ortal D read. O ne of the few
things left that could bring true death to
the im m ortal sidhe. µàİ W hat if the
gardens could live again?µàİ  D oyle
asked. µàİ A s the roses outside the
throne room  live again.µàİ



She sm iled m ost unpleasantly. µàİ D o
you propose to spill m ore of
M eredithµàİ s precious blood? That w as
the price for the rosesµàİ  renew al.µàİ

µàİ There are w ays to give life that do
not require blood,µàİ  he said. µàİ You
think you can fuck the gardens back to
life?µàİ  she asked. She used the edge of
the blade to raise M istral up high on his
knees.

D oyle said, µàİ Y es.µàİ

µàİ This, I w ould like to see,µàİ  she
said.

µàİ I donµàİ t think it w ill w ork if you
are here,µàİ  R hys said. A  pale w hite



light appeared over his head. Sm all,
round, a gentle w hiteness that illum ined
w here he w alked. It w as the light that
m ost of the sidhe, and m any of the lesser
fey, could m ake at w ill; a sm all m agic
that m ost possessed. If I w anted light in
the dark, I had to find a flashlight or a
m atch.

R hys m oved, in his soft circle of light,
slow ly, tow ard the queen. She spoke:
µàİ A little fucking after a few  centuries
of celibacy m akes you bold, one-eye.µàİ

µàİ The fucking m akes m e happy,µàİ  he
said. µàİ This m akes m e bold.µàİ  H e
raised his right arm , show ing her the
underside of it. The light w as not strong
enough, and the angle not right, for m e to



see w hat w as so interesting.

She frow ned; then, as he m oved closer,
her eyes w idened. µàİ W hat is that?µàİ
B ut her hand had low ered enough that
M istral w as no longer trying to raise
him self up on his knees to keep from
being cut. µàİ It is exactly w hat you think
it is, m y queen,µàİ  D oyle said. H e began
to m ove closer to her, as w ell. µàİ Close
enough, both of you.µàİ  She em phasized
her w ords by forcing M istral back high
on his knees. Page 15
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µàİ W e m ean you no harm , m y queen,µàİ
D oyle said.



µàİ Perhaps I m ean you harm ,
D arkness.µàİ

µàİ That is your privilege,µàİ  he said.

I opened m y m outh to correct him ,
because he w as m y captain of the guard
now . She w asnµàİ t allow ed to sim ply
hurt him  for the hell of it, not anym ore.

A beloec tightened his hand on m y arm .
H e w hispered against m y hair, µàİ N ot
yet, Princess. The D arkness does not
need your help yet.µàİ

I w anted to argue, but his reasoning w as
sound, as far as it w ent. I opened m y
m outh to argue, but as I looked up into



his face, the argum ent fell aw ay from
m e. H is suggestion just seem ed so
reasonable. Som ething bum ped m y hip,
and I realized he w as holding the horn
cup. H e w as the cup, and the cup w as
him , in som e m ystical w ay, but w hen he
touched it, he becam e
m ore.M oreµàİ reasonable. O r rather his
suggestions did.

I w asnµàİ t sure I liked that he could do
that to m e, but I let it go. W e had enough
problem s w ithout getting sidetracked. I
w hispered, µàİ W hat is on R hysµàİ s
arm ?µàİ

But A beloec and I stood in the dark, and
the Q ueen of A ir and D arkness could
hear anything that w as spoken into the



air in the dark. She answ ered m e,
µàİ Show  her, R hys. Show  her w hat has
m ade you bold.µàİ

R hys didnµàİ t turn his back on her, but
m oved sort of sidew ays tow ard us. The
soft, w hite sourceless light m oved w ith
him , outlining his upper body. In a battle
it w ould have been w orse than useless;
it w ould have m ade him  a target. B ut the
im m ortal donµàİ t sw eat things like
thatµàİ if you canµàİ t die, I guess you
can m ake as obvious a target of yourself
as you like.

The light touched us first, like that first
w hite breath of daw n that slides across
the sky, so w hite, so pure, w hen daw n is



nothing m ore than the fading of darkness.
A s R hys got closer to us, the w hite light
seem ed to expand, sliding dow n his
body, show ing that he w as still nude. H e
held his arm  out tow ard m e. There w as a
pale blue outline of a fish that stretched
from  just above his w rist alm ost to his
elbow . The fish w as head-dow n tow ard
his hand and seem ed oddly curved, like
a half circle w aiting for its other half.

A beloec touched it m uch as the queen
had done, lightly, w ith just his fingertips.
µàİ I have not seen that on your arm
since I stopped being a pub keeper.µàİ

µàİ I know  R hysµàİ s body,µàİ  I said.
µàİ Itµàİ s never been there before.µàİ



µàİ N ot in your lifetim e,µàİ  A beloec
said.

I glanced from  him  to R hys. To him , I
said, µàİ Itµàİ s a fish, w hyµàİ µàİ

µàİ A  salm on,µàİ  he said, µàİ to be
exact.µàİ

I closed m y m outh so I w ouldnµàİ t say
som ething stupid. I tried to do w hat m y
father had alw ays taught m e to Page 16
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do, think. I thought out loudµàİ µàİ A
salm on m eans know ledge. O ne of our
legends says that because the salm on is



the oldest living creature, it has all the
know ledge since the w orld began. It
m eans longevity, because of the sam e
legend.µàİ

µàİ Legend, is it?µàİ  R hys said w ith a
sm ile.

µàİ I have a degree in biology, R hys;
nothing you say w ill convince m e that a
salm on predated the trilobites, or even
the dinosaurs. M odern fish is just that,
m odern, on a geological scale.µàİ

A beloec w as looking at m e curiously.
µàİ Iµàİ d forgotten Prince Essus insisted
on you being educated am ong the
hum ans.µàİ  H e sm iled. µàİ W hen
youµàİ re reasoning things out, you



arenµàİ t as easy to distract.µàİ  H e
tightened his other hand, w ith the cup
still gripped in it.

I frow ned, and finally stepped aw ay
from  him . µàİ Stop that.µàİ

µàİ You drank from  his cup,µàİ  R hys
said. µàİ H e should be able to persuade
you of alm ost anything.µàİ  H e grinned
as he said it.µàİ If you w ere hum an.µàİ

µàİ I guess sheµàİ s not hum an
enough,µàİ  A beloec said.

µàİ Youµàİ re allacting as if that pale
tattoo is im portant. I donµàİ t understand
w hy.µàİ



µàİ D idnµàİ t Essus ever tell you about
it?µàİ  asked R hys.

I frow ned. µàİ M y father didnµàİ t
m ention anything about a tattoo on your
arm .µàİ

The queen m ade a derisive noise.
µàİ Essus didnµàİ t think you w ere
im portant enough to be told.µàİ

µàİ H e didnµàİ t tell her,µàİ  D oyle said,
µàİ for the sam e reason that G alen
doesnµàİ t know .µàİ

G alen w as still lying in the dead garden.
A ll the other m en w ho had fallen to the
ground w ere still kneeling or sitting in
the dead vegetation. A  soft greenish



w hite glow  began to form  above
G alenµàİ s head. N ot a nim bus like that
of R hys, but m ore of a sm all ball of light
above his head. G alen found his voice,
hoarse, and had to clear it sharply before
he said, µàİ I donµàİ t know  about any
tattoos on Rhys, either.µàİ

µàİ N one of us has told the younger ones,
Q ueen A ndais,µàİ  D oyle said.
µàİ Everyone know s that our follow ers
painted them selves w ith sym bols and
w ent into battle w ith only those sym bols
to shield them .µàİ

µàİ They eventually learned to w ear
arm or,µàİ  A ndais said. H er arm  had
low ered enough for M istral to be
com fortable on his knees again.



µàİ Yes,and only the last few  fanatical
tribes kept trying to seek our favor and
blessing. They died for that devotion,µàİ
D oyle said.

µàİ W hat are you talking about?µàİ  I
asked.

µàİ O nce w e, the sidhe, their gods, w ere
painted w ith sym bols that w ere our sign
of blessing from  the G oddess and the
G od. B ut as our pow er faded, so did the
m arks upon our bodies.µàİ  D oyle said it
all in his thick-as-m olasses voice.
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R hys picked up the story. µàİ O nce, if
our follow ers painted their bodies to
m im ic us, they gained som e of the
protection, them agic, that w e had. It w as
a sign of devotion, yes, but once long,
long ago, it literally could call us to their
aid.µàİ  H e looked at the faint blue fish
on his arm . µàİ I have not held this m ark
for nearly four thousand years.µàİ

µàİ It is faint and incom plete,µàİ  the
queen said from  the far w all.
µàİ Yes.µàİ  R hys nodded and looked at
her. µàİ B ut it is a beginning.µàİ

N iccaµàİ s voice cam e soft, and Iµàİ d
alm ost forgotten him , standing so still to



one side. H is w ings began to gleam  in
the dark, as if their veins had begun to
pulse w ith light instead of blood. H e
fanned those huge w ings. They had been
only a birthm ark on the back of his body
until a few  days ago, w hen they had
sprung from  his back, real and true at
last. They began to glow  as if the
individual colors w ere stained glass
gleam ing in sunlight that w e could not
see.

H e held out his right hand, and show ed
us a m ark on the outer part of the w rist,
alm ost on the hand itself. The light w as
too uncertain for m e to be sure of w hat it
w as, but D oyle said, µàİ A  butterfly.µàİ

µàİ I have never held a m ark of favor



from  the G oddess,µàİ  N icca said in his
soft voice. The queen low ered her blade
com pletely, so that it w ent back to being
invisible in the full black skirt of her
robe. µàİ W hat of the rest of you?µàİ

µàİ Youµàİ ll be able to feel it, if you
think about it,µàİ  R hys said to the
others. Frost called a ball of light that
w as a dim  silver-grey. It held above his
head m uch as G alenµàİ s greenish light
had. Frost began unbuttoning his shirt.
H e rarely w ent nude if he could avoid it,
so I knew  before he bared the perfect
curve of his right shoulder that there
w ould be som ething there. H e turned his
arm  so he could see it. The queen said,
µàİ Show  us.µàİ



H e let her see first,then turned in a slow
half circle to us. It w as as pale and blue
as Rhysµàİ s had been, a sm all dead tree,
leafless, naked, and the ground
underneath it seem ed to hint at a
snow bank. Like Rhysµàİ s salm on it w as
dim , and not draw n in com pletely, as if
som eone had begun the job but not
finished. µàİ K illing Frost has never held
a sign of favor,µàİ  the queen said, and
her voice w as strangely unhappy.
µàİ N o,µàİ  Frost said, µàİ I have not. I
w as not fully sidhe w hen last the sidhe
held such favors.µàİ  H e shrugged back
into his shirt and began to button it into
place. H e w asnµàİ t just dressed, he w as
arm ed. M ost of the others held a sw ord
and dagger, but only D oyle and Frost



had guns. R hys had left his gun behind
w ith his clothes in the bedroom .

I noticed a bulge here and there under
Frostµàİ s shirt, w hich m eant he held
m ore w eapons than could be easily seen.
H e liked being arm ed, but this m any
w eapons m eant som ething had m ade him
nervous. The assassination attem pts,
m aybe, or m aybe som ething else. H is
handsom e face w as closed to m e, hidden
behind the arrogance that he used as a
m ask. Perhaps he w as just hiding his
thoughts and feelings from  the queen, but
then againµàİ Frost tended to be m oody.

R hys said, µàİ Let A beloec and M erry
finish w hat they began. Let us all finish
it.µàİ
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Q ueen A ndais took in a deep breath, so
that even across the dim ly lit cham ber I
could see the rise and fall of the V  of
w hite flesh in her robe. µàİ Very w ell,
finish it. Then com e to m e, for w e have
m uch to discuss.µàİ

She held out her hand to M istral.
µàİ C om e, m y captain, let us leave them
to their pleasures.µàİ

M istral did not question. H e stood and
took her pale hand.



µàİ W e need him ,µàİ  R hys said.

µàİ N o,µàİ  A ndais said, µàİ no, I have
given M eredith m y green m en. She does
not need the w hole w orld.µàİ

µàİ D oes grass grow  w ithout w ind and
rain?µàİ  D oyle asked.

µàİ N o,µàİ  she said, and her voice w as
unfriendly again, as if she w ould like to
be angry but couldnµàİ t afford to be
right now . A ndais w as a creature of her
tem per; she alw ays indulged it. This
m uch self-restraint from  her w as rare.

µàİ To m ake spring, you need m any
things, m y queen,µàİ  said D oyle.
µàİ W ithout w arm th and w ater, plants



w ither and die.µàİ  They stared at each
other, the queen and her D arkness. It w as
the queen w ho looked aw ay first.

µàİ M istral m ay stay.µàİ  She released
his hand,then looked across the cavern at
m e. µàİ B ut let this be understood
betw een us, niece. H e is not yours. H e is
m ine. H e is yours only for this space of
tim e. Is that clear to all of you?µàİ

W e all nodded.

µàİ A nd you, M istral,µàİ  the queen said.
µàİ D o you understand?µàİ

µàİ M y geas is lifted for this space of
tim e w ith the princess alone.µàİ



µàİ C learly put, as alw ays,µàİ  she said.
She turned her back as if she w ould
w alk through the w all, then turned and
looked over her shoulder. µàİ I w ill
finish w hat I w as doing w hen I noticed
your absence, M istral.µàİ

H e dropped to his knees. µàİ M y queen,
please do not do thisµàİ µàİ

She turned back w ith a sm ile that w as
alm ost pleasantµàİ except for the look in
her eyes, w hich even from  here w as
frightening. µàİ You m ean, do not leave
you w ith the princess?µàİ

µàİ N o, m y queen, you know  that is not
w hat I m ean.µàİ



µàİ D o I?µàİ  she said, danger in her
voice. She glided over the dead brush
and placed the point of M ortal D read
under his chin. µàİ Y ou didnµàİ t com e to
ask the advice of m y D arkness. You
cam e to bid the princess to intercede for
N erysµàİ s clan.µàİ

M istralµàİ s shoulders m oved as if
heµàİ d breathed deeply, or sw allow ed
hard. µàİ A nsw er m e, M istral,µàİ  she
said,a w hine of rage like a razorµàİ s
edge in her voice. µàİ N erys gave her
life on your w ord that you w ould not kill
her people. Youµàİ µàİ  H e stopped
talking abruptly, as if sheµàİ d nudged
the point close enough that he couldnµàİ t
speak w ithout cutting him self. Page 19
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µàİ A unt A ndais,µàİ  I said, µàİ w hat
have you done to N erysµàİ s people?µàİ

µàİ They tried to kill you and m e last
night, or have you forgotten?µàİ

µàİ I rem em ber, but I also rem em ber that
N erys asked you to take her life, so that
you m ight spare her house. You gave
your w ord that you w ould let them  live if
she died in their place.µàİ

µàİ I have not harm ed a single one,µàİ
she said, and she looked entirely too
pleased w ith herself. µàİ W hat does that
m ean?µàİ  I asked.



µàİ I m erely offered the m en a chance to
serve their queen as a m em ber of m y
royal guard. I need m y Ravens at full
strength.µàİ

µàİ Joining your guard m eans giving up
all fam ily loyalties and becom ing
celibate. W hy w ould they agree to either
of those things?µàİ  I asked.

She took the blade aw ay from
M istralµàİ s throat. µàİ You w ere so
eager to tattle on m e. Tell her now .µàİ

µàİ M ay Irise , m y queen?µàİ  he asked.

µàİ R ise, cartw heelµàİ I care
notµàİ justtell her.µàİ



M istral rose cautiously, and w hen she
m ade no m ove tow ard him , he began to
ease across the room  tow ard us. H is
throat w as dark in the flickering lights.
Sheµàİ d bled him . A ny sidhe could heal
such a sm all cut, but because M ortal
D read had done the dam age, he w ould
heal m ortal slow ; hum an slow .
M istralµàİ s eyes w ere w ide, frightened,
but he m oved easily across the dead
ground, as if he w erenµàİ t w orried that
she w ould do som ething to him  as he
w alked aw ay from  her. I know  that m y
shoulder blades w ould have been aching
w ith the fear of the blow . O nly w hen he
w as out of reach of her sw ord did som e
of the panic leave his eyes. Even then,
they w ere that shade of tornado



green.A nxiety. µàİ Far enough,µàİ  she
said. µàİ M eredith can hear you from
there.µàİ

H e stopped obediently, but he
sw allow ed hard, as if he didnµàİ t like
that sheµàİ d stopped him  before he got
back to us. I didnµàİ t blam e him . The
queen had m agic that could destroy from
this distance. Sheµàİ d probably m ade
him  stop just so he w ould w orry. She
m ight intend him  no m ore harm , but she
w anted him  to be afraid. She liked for
people to be afraid of her.

µàİ She has put m etal chains of binding
onall of the house of N erys, so they can
do no m agic,µàİ  said M istral. µàİ I
canµàİ t argue w ith that,µàİ  I said.



µàİ They attacked us at court, all of them .
They should lose their m agic for a
tim e.µàİ

µàİ She has given the m en the chance to
becom e her R avens. The w om en she has
offered to the princeµàİ s guard, his
C ranes.µàİ

µàİ C el is in seclusion, locked aw ay. H e
needs no guard,µàİ  I said. µàİ M ost of
the w om en w ould not agree to it,
anyw ay,µàİ  M istral said. µàİ But the
queen had to be seen giving them  all a
choice.µàİ
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µàİ A  choice betw een becom ing guards
and w hat?µàİ I asked. I w as alm ost
afraid of the answ er. Sheµàİ d been
carrying M ortal D read. I prayed that she
hadnµàİ t executed them . She w ould be
forsw orn before the entire court. A nd I
needed A ndais on the throne until she
confirm ed m e as her heir. µàİ The queen
has bid Ezekiel and his helpers to w all
them  up alive,µàİ  said M istral. I blinked
at him . I couldnµàİ t quite follow  it all.
M y first thought w as to protest that the
queen w as forsw orn; then I realized she
w asnµàİ t. µàİ Theyµàİ re im m ortal, so
they w onµàİ t die,µàİ  I said, softly.
µàİ They w ill know  terrible hunger and



thirst, and they w ill w ish to die,µàİ
M istral said, µàİ but no, they are
im m ortal, and they w ill not die.µàİ

I looked past him  to m y aunt. µàİ Tricksy
you,µàİ  I said.µàİ Very dam n clever.µàİ

She gave a little bow  from  the neck.
µàİ So glad you appreciate the delicate
reasoning of it.µàİ

µàİ O h, I do,µàİ  and I m eant it.
µàİ Youµàİ ve broken no oath. In fact,
technically, youµàİ re doing exactly w hat
N erys gave her life for. H er clan, her
house, her bloodline w ill live.µàİ

µàİ That is not living,µàİ  M istral said.



µàİ D id you really think that the princess
had enough influence w ith m e to save
them  from  their fate?µàİ

asked A ndais.

µàİ O nce I w ould have gone to Essus, to
ask his help w ith you,µàİ  M istral said.
µàİ So I sought the princess.µàİ

µàİ She is not m y brother,µàİ  A ndais
snarled.

µàİ N o, she is not Essus,µàİ  M istral
said, µàİ but she is his child. She is your
blood.µàİ

µàİ A nd w hat does that m ean, M istral?
That she can bargain for N erysµàİ s



people? They have already been
bargained for, by N erys herself.µàİ

µàİ You are pixieing on the spirit of that
bargain,µàİ  R hys said. µàİ B ut not
breaking it,µàİ  she said.

µàİ N o,µàİ  he said, and he looked so
sad. µàİ N o, the sidhe never lie, and w e
alw ays keep our w ord. Except our
version of the truth can be m ore
dangerous than any lie, and youµàİ d
better think through every w ord of any
oath w e give our w ord to, because w e
w ill find a w ay to m ake you regret you
ever m et us.µàİ  H e sounded m ore angry
than sad.

µàİ D o you dare to criticize your



queen?µàİ  she asked.

I touched R hysµàİ s arm , squeezed. H e
looked first at m y hand, then at m y face.
W hatever he saw  there m ade him  take a
deep breath and shake his head. µàİ N o
one w ould dare to do that, Q ueen
A ndais.µàİ  H is voice w as resigned
again.

µàİ W hat w ould you give for a sign that
life w as returning to the gardens?µàİ
D oyle asked. Page 21
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µàİ W hat do you m ean bysign ?µàİ  she
asked, and her voice held all the



suspicion of som eone w ho knew  us all
too w ell.

µàİ W hat w ould you give for som e hint
of life here in the gardens?µàİ  µàİ A
little w ind is not a sign,µàİ  she said.

µàİ But w ould the beginnings of life here
in the gardens be w orth nothing to you,
m y queen?µàİ

µàİ O f course it w ould be w orth
som ething.µàİ

µàİ It could m ean that our pow er w as
returning,µàİ  D oyle said.

She m otioned w ith the sw ord, silver
gleam ing dully in the light. µàİ I know



w hat it w ould m ean, D arkness.µàİ

µàİ A nd a return of our pow er, w hat
w ould that be w orth to you, Q ueen?µàİ

µàİ I know  w here you are going,
D arkness. D o not try to play such gam es
w ith m e. I invented these gam es.µàİ

µàİ Then I w ill not play. I w ill state
plainly. If w e can bring som e hint of life
to these underground w orlds, then you
w ill w ait to punish, in any w ay,
N erysµàİ s people. O r anyone else.µàİ

A  sm ile as cruel and cold as a w inter
m orning curved her lips. µàİ G ood catch,
D arkness, good catch.µàİ



M y throat w as tight w ith the realization
that if heµàİ d forgotten the last phrase,
others w ould have paid for her
anger.Som eone w ho w ould have
m attered to D oyle, or m e, or both, if she
could have found them . Rhys w as right:
This w as a dangerous gam e, this gam e of
w ords.

µàİ For w hat shall I w ait?µàİ  she asked.

µàİ For us to bring life to the dead
gardens, of course,µàİ  he said. µàİ A nd
if you do not bring life to the dead
gardens, then w hat?µàİ

µàİ Then w hen w e are all convinced that
the princess and her m en cannot bring
life back to the gardens, you are free to



do w ith N erysµàİ s people as you
intended.µàİ

µàİ A nd if you do bring life to the
gardens, w hat then?µàİ  she asked. µàİ If
w e bring even a hint of life back to the
gardens, you w ill let Princess M eredith
choose the punishm ent of those w ho
tried to have her assassinated.µàİ

She shook her head.µàİ C lever,
D arkness, but not clever enough. If you
bring a hint of life back to the gardens,
then I w ill allow  M eredith to punish
N erysµàİ s people.µàİ

It w as his turn to shake his head. µàİ If
the Princess M eredith and som e of her
m en bring even a hint of life back to



these gardens, then M eredith alone
decides w hat punishm ent shall be m eted
out to N erysµàİ s people.µàİ
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She seem ed to think about that for a
m om ent or tw o,then
nodded.µàİ A greed.µàİ

µàİ You give your w ord, the w ord of the
queen of theU nseelie C ourt ?µàİ  he
asked. She nodded. µàİ I do.µàİ

µàİ W itnessed,µàİ  R hys said.



She w aved her hand dism issively.
µàİ Fine, fine, you have your prom ise.
B ut rem em ber, I have to agree that there
is at least a hint of life. It better be som e
evidence im pressive enough that I
canµàİ t pixie out of it, D arkness,
because you know  I w ill, if I can.µàİ

µàİ I know ,µàİ  he said.

She looked at m e, then. It w as not a
friendly look. µàİ Enjoy M istral,
M eredith. Enjoy him  and know  that he
com es back to m e w hen this is done.µàİ

µàİ Thank you for loaning him  to m e,µàİ
I said, and kept m y voice absolutely
em pty. She m ade a face at m e.
µàİ D onµàİ t thank m e, M eredithµàİ not



yet. Youµàİ ve only bedded him
once.µàİ  She m otioned at m e w ith the
sw ord. µàİ Though I see that you have
found w hat he considers pleasure: H e
likes to cause pain.µàİ

µàİ I w ould have thought that he w ould
be your ideal lover then, A unt
A ndais.µàİ

µàİ I like to cause pain, niece M eredith,
not be on the receiving end.µàİ

I sw allow ed hard, so I w ouldnµàİ t say
w hat I w as thinking. I finally m anaged,
µàİ I did not know  that you w ere a pure
sadist, A unt A ndais.µàİ

She frow ned at m e.µàİ Pure



sadistµàİ thatµàİ s an odd phrase.µàİ

µàİ I m eant only that I didnµàİ t know
you didnµàİ t like pain on your ow n body
at all.µàİ

µàİ O h, I likea little teeth , a little nails,
but not like that.µàİ  A gain she m otioned
at m y breast. It ached w here heµàİ d
bitten m e, and I had a near-perfect
im print of his teeth, though he hadnµàİ t
broken the skin. I w ould be bruised, but
nothing m ore.

She shook her head, as if to chase aw ay
a thought,then turned, and the m otion
caused her black robe to sw irl w ide.
She grabbed the edge of it, to pull it
around herself. She looked back over



her shoulder one last tim e before she
stepped into the darkness and traveled
back the w ay sheµàİ d com e. H er last
w ords w ere not a com fort. µàİ A fter
M istralµàİ s had his w ay w ith her, do not
com e crying to m e that heµàİ s broken
your little princess.µàİ  A nd the piece of
darkness w here she had been w as em pty.
So m any of us let out a sigh of relief at
the sam e tim e that it w as like the sound
of w ind in the trees.Som eone gave a
nervous laugh.

µàİ She is right about one thing,µàİ
M istral said, and his eyes held regret.
µàİ I like causing a little pain. I am  sorry
if I hurt you, but it has been so long
sinceµàİ µàİ  H e spread his hands w ide.



µàİ I forgot m yself. I am  sorry for
that.µàİ
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R hys laughed, and D oyle joined him , and
finally even G alen and Frost joined in
that soft m asculine sound. µàİ W hy do
you laugh?µàİ  M istral asked.

R hys turned to m e, his face still shining
w ith laughter. µàİ D o you w ant to tell
him , or do w e?µàİ

I actually blushed, w hich I alm ost never
do. I kept A beµàİ s hand in m ine and



drew  us both across the dry, brittle grass
until I stood in front of M istral. I looked
at the blood that trickled dark across his
pale neck and gazed up into his eyes, so
anxious. I had to sm ile. µàİ I like w hat
you did to m y breast. Thatµàİ s just about
as hard as I like it, just this side of
draw ing blood w ith teeth.µàİ

H e frow ned at m e.

µàİ You like the nail w ork to be harder
than the teeth,µàİ  Rhys said. µàİ You
donµàİ t m ind bleeding a little from
nails.µàİ

µàİ B ut only if youµàİ ve done the
prelim inaries,µàİ  I said.



µàİ Prelim inaries?µàİ M istral said, and
sounded puzzled.

µàİ Foreplay,µàİ  A beloec said.

The puzzled look faded, and som ething
else entirely filled his eyes. Som ething
w arm  and sure ofitself , som ething that
m ade m e shiver just from  him  looking at
m e. µàİ I can do that,µàİ  he said.
µàİ Then take off the arm or,µàİ  I said.

µàİ W hat?µàİ  he asked.

µàİ G et naked,µàİ  Rhys called.

µàİ I can speak for m yself, thank you,µàİ
I said, glancing back at him . H e m ade a
little m otion as if to say,Bem y guest. I



turned back to M istral. I gazed up into
his face, and found that his eyes w ere
already beginning to fade to a soft grey,
like rain clouds. I sm iled at him , and he
sm iled back, a little uncertainly, as if he
w asnµàİ t used to sm iling m uch. µàİ G et
naked,µàİ  I said.

H e grinned, a brief flash of it.µàİ Then
w hat?µàİ

µàİ W e have sex.µàİ

µàİ Iµàİ m  first,µàİ  A beloec said,
hugging m e from  behind.

I nodded.µàİ A greed.µàİ

M istralµàİ s face darkened; I could



alm ost see clouds in his eyes. N ot just
the color of the irises, but the actual
im age of clouds floating in the pupils.
µàİ W hy is he first?µàİ  he asked.
µàİ B ecause he can be part of the
foreplay,µàİ  I said.
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µàİ She m eans, once Iµàİ ve fucked her,
then you can do it rougher,µàİ  said
A beloec. M istral sm iled again, but this
sm ile w as different. This w as a sm ile
that m ade m e breathe harder. µàİ You
really liked w hat I did to your
breast?µàİ  he asked.



I sw allow ed hard, pressing m yself
against A beloecµàİ s body, alm ost as if I
w ere afraid of the taller m an in front of
m e. I nodded and w hispered,
µàİ Y es.µàİ

µàİ G ood,µàİ  he said, and he reached
for the leather fastenings that held his
arm or in place. µàİ Very good,µàİ

he w hispered.

µàİ

CH A PTER  4

TH E M O M EN T A BELO EC LA ID  M E
D O W N  O N  A  BED  O F
CA STO FFclothes, our skin began to



glow . It w as a thin layer of m y
guardsµàİ  shirts and tunics, just enough
so that I w ouldnµàİ t pierce m y body on
the dead vegetation. It am ounted to all
the clothing the m en w ere w earing,
w hich hadnµàİ t been m uchµàİ and it left
them  all nude. I could still feel the dry
sticks, crum bling leaves, dry and
w ithered, crushed underneath m e. It
w asnµàİ t the feel of the ground in
w inter. N o m atter how  cold the w inter,
how  deep the snow , there is a feeling of
w aiting in the ground thenµàİ a sense that
the land is m erely asleep, and the sun
w ill w ake it, and spring w ill com e. N ot
here. It w as like the difference betw een
a body that is deeply asleep and one that
is dead. A t a glance, your eyes m ay see



no difference, but if you touch it, you
know . The ground that A beloecµàİ s
body pressed m e into held nothingµàİ no
w arm th, breath, life. Em pty, like the eyes
of the dead that but a m om ent ago held
personality, and now  are like dark
m irrors. The gardens w erenµàİ t w aiting
for reaw akening; they w ere just dead.

B ut w e w erenµàİ t dead.

A beloec laid his naked body against
m ine and kissed m e. The height
difference m eant that all he could do
w as kiss m e, but it w as enough.Enough
to conjure that m oonglow  inside our
bodies. H eraised up on his arm s to stare
dow n at m y face. H is skin glow ed so
bright that again his eyes becam e like



dark grey caves in his face. Iµàİ d never
m et any sidhe w hose eyes did not glow
w hen their pow er cam e upon them . H is
long hair spilled out around us, and the
w hite lines in his hair began to glow
softly blue, like before. H eraised higher
on his arm s, alm ost in a push-up, so that
his body w as suspended above m ine on
hands and toes.

Pale blue lines glow ed through the w hite
of his skin.Flow ing im ages of vines and
flow ers, and trees, and anim als. N othing
stayed, nothing lasted. There w erenµàİ t
that m anylines, and they didnµàİ t m ove
that fast. I should have been able to tell
w hat kind of vine, w hat fruit, w hat
anim al, but beyond sm all, or large, it



w as as if m y m ind couldnµàİ t hold the
im ages.

I traced the blue w ith m y fingers, and it
trailed over m y hand, tickled and teased
across the w hite glow  of m y ow n skin.
A nd even staring at m y ow n hand, I
couldnµàİ t tell you w hat plant it w as
that grew  and flow ered there. It w as as
if I w erenµàİ t m eant to see it, or at least
not to understand it. N ot yet, m aybe not
ever. I stopped trying to m ake sense of
the flow ing lines, and gazed dow n the
length of A beloecµàİ s body w here it
stretched above m ine. H e held him self
above m e like a shelter, as if he could
have stayed there forever and Page 25
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never tired. I reached dow n his body,
w orm ing underneath his steady strength,
until I could w rap m y hand around the
hard length of him .

H e shuddered above m e. µàİ I should be
touching you.µàİ  H is voice w as
strained, thick w ith effort, but effort for
w hat? H is arm s and shoulders, and legs,
w ere utterly still above m e as if he w ere
stone instead of flesh. It w asnµàİ t his
strength that gave his voice that thick
sound.A t least not strength of
body.M aybe strength of w ill. I squeezed
gently around his shaft, and he w as hard,



so terribly hard. H is breathing changed,
and I could see his stom ach fluttering
w ith the effort to stay steady above m e.
µàİ H ow  long has it been?µàİ  I asked.
µàİ I donµàİ t rem em ber,µàİ  he said.

I stroked m y hand up and over the head
of him . H is spine bow ed dow nw ard, and
he alm ost fell on top of m e, but then his
arm s and legs w ent back to their firm
stance. µàİ I thought the sidhe did not
lie.µàİ

µàİ I do not rem em berexactly, µàİ  he
said. H is voice w as breathy now . I slid
m y other hand dow n to cup his balls and
gently play w ith them . H e sw allow ed
hard enough for m e to hear it, and said,
µàİ If you keep doing that, Iµàİ ll go, and



thatµàİ s not how  I w ant to go the first
tim e.µàİ

I continued to play w ith him , gently. H e
w as so hard, quiveringly hard. Just
holding him  in m y hands, I knew  that the
phraseaching w ith need w asnµàİ t
m erely w ords. H e glow ed and I could
feel the pow er in him , but he did not
throb w ith it the w ay the others did. It
w as a quieter pow er, this. µàİ W hat do
you w ant the first tim e?µàİ  I asked, and
m y voice had gone deeper, thickening
w ith the feel of him  in m y hands.

µàİ I w ant to be inside you, betw een
your legsµàİ I w ant to m ake you com e
before I do. But I do not know  if I still



have that kind of discipline.µàİ

µàİ Then donµàİ t be disciplined. This
tim e, the first tim e, donµàİ t w orry about
it.µàİ

H e shook his head, and the blue lines in
his hair seem ed to pulse brighter. µàİ I
w ant to bring you such pleasure that you
w ill w ant m e in your bed every night.So
m any m en, M eredith, so m any m en in
your bed. I donµàİ t w ant to w ait m y
turn. I w ant you to com e to m e again and
again, because no one brings you as
m uch pleasure as I do.µàİ

A  sound m ade us both turn our heads; w e
found M istral kneeling beside us.
µàİ H urry up and finish this, A beloec, or



I w ill not w ait to be second.µàİ

µàİ W ould you not w orry, as I do, that
you pleasure the princess?µàİ  A beloec
asked. µàİ Unlike you, Iµàİ ll have no
second chance here, A beloec. The queen
has decreed that this tim e is all I w ill
ever have w ith the princess. So no, I am
not so w orried about m y
perform ance.µàİ  H e ran his hand
through m y hair, pushing deep so that his
fingers brushed m y scalp. It m ade m e
cuddle m y head against his hand. H e
closed his fingers into a fist, and w as
suddenly jerking m y hair tight in his
hand. It sped m y pulse in m y throat,
tearing a sound from  m y m outh that w as
not pain. M y skin blazed to w hite-hot
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µàİ W e do not have to be gentle,µàİ
M istral said. H e leaned his face near
m ine. µàİ D o w e, Princess?µàİ

I w hispered, µàİ N o.µàİ

H e pulled m y hair tighter, and I cried
out. I felt rather than saw  som e of the
other m en m ove tow ard us. M istral
pulled m y hair tight again, bending m y
neck to one side, m oving m y body a little
out from  under A beloec. µàİ I am  not
hurting you, am  I, Princess?µàİ



µàİ N o.µàİ  A ll I could do w as w hisper.

µàİ I donµàİ t think they heard you,µàİ  he
said. H e tw isted his hand tight and
sudden in m y hair. H e put his lips
against m y cheek and w hispered,
µàİ Scream  for m e.µàİ  The blue lines
craw led from  m y skin to his, and again I
saw  that outline of lightning on his
cheek.

I w hispered, µàİ W hat w ill you do, if I
donµàİ t scream ?µàİ

H e kissed m e, ever so gently against m y
cheek. µàİ H urt you.µàİ

M y breath cam e out in a shudder.
µàİ Please,µàİ  I sighed.



M istral laughed, a w onderful deep
laugh, w ith his face pressed against m ine
and his hand still tight in m y hair.
µàİ H urry, A beloec, hurry, or w e w ill
have to fight to see w ho is first.µàİ  H e
let go of m y hair so abruptly that this
m otion, too, hurt a little, and forced a
sound from  m e. M istral turned m e back
over to A beloec w ith m y eyes
unfocused, and m y breath either com ing
too fast or nearly stopping for a
m om entµàİ I couldnµàİ t quite tell. M y
pulse seem ed uncertan if I w as afraid or
thrilled. B ut it w as as if now  that M istral
touched m e again, he could not quite
give up touching m e. H e kept his fingers
against the side of m y neck, as if he
w anted to help m y pulse decide.



µàİ I do not like to cause pain,µàİ
A beloec said. H is body w as not quite as
happy as it had been. µàİ Pain is not the
only w ay to pleasure,µàİ  I said.

H is dark eyes narrow ed at m e from  the
shine of his face. µàİ You do not have to
have pain to be pleasured?µàİ

I shook m y head, feeling the lingering
ache w here M istralµàİ s hand had been.
µàİ N o.µàİ

D oyleµàİ s deep voice cam e out of the
dark. µàİ M eredith likes violence, but
she also likes gentleness. It depends on
her m ood, and yours.µàİ

B oth A be and M istral looked at him .



µàİ The queen cares nothing for our
m oods,µàİ  M istral said. µàİ This one
w ill,µàİ  D oyle said.

A beloec looked dow n at m e and began
to slow ly low er him self tow ard m y
body, forall the w orld like a push-up,
except that I w as in the w ay. H is m outh
found m ine before his body pressed into
m e. H e kissed m e, and the blue w as
neon-bright and flared w ith lines of
crim son and em erald. The lines of color
flared dow n M istralµàİ s hand, and it felt
as if those lines w ere m ade of rope,
draw ing his m outh to m ine, and draw ing
A beloec dow n m y body. H e half knelt
and half lay across m y low er body. H e
spread m y legs so that his body spilled



betw een them . B ut it w as his finger that
found m e firstµàİ testing the w aters, I
think. Page 27
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H is voice w as strangled as he said,
µàİ Y ouµàİ re still w et.µàİ

I w ould have answ ered but M istralµàİ s
m outh found m ine, and I gave the only
answ er I could. I raised m y hips tow ard
A beloecµàİ s searching hand. The next
thing I felt w as his hands m oving to m y
hips.The tip of him  of him  rubbing
against m y opening.

M istral raised his m outh from  m ine and



half w hispered, half groaned, µàİ Fuck
her, fuck her, fuck her, please,µàİ  and
the last w ord w as draw n out into a long
sigh that ended in som ething close to a
scream . A beloec pushed him self inside
m e, and only then did he begin to throb
w ith pow er. It w as alm ost like som e
huge vibrator, except this vibrator w as
w arm  and alive, and had a m ind and a
body behind it. That m ind m oved the
body in rhythm s that no m ere m echanical
aid could ever have produced. I w atched
A beloec push in and out of m y body like
som e shining shaft of light, though it w as
undoubtedly flesh that w ent in and out of
m e.Soft, firm , vibrating flesh.

M istral grabbed m y hair again, pulled



m y head back so that I could no longer
w atch A beloec w ork his m agic in m y
body. The look on M istralµàİ s face
w ould have frightened m e if w eµàİ d
been alone. H e kissed m e hard, so hard
that it w as bruising. I had a choice of
opening m y m outh to him  or cutting m y
lips on m y ow n teeth. I opened m y
m outh.

H is tongue plunged inside m e, as if he
w ere trying to do to m y m outh w hat
A beloec w as doing betw een m y legs. It
w as only his tongue, but he kept pushing
inside, pushing until he shoved m y m outh
so w ide that m y jaw  began to ache. H e
shoved his tongue so far dow n m y throat
that I gagged, and he drew  back. I



thought he did it to let m e sw allow  and
catch m y breath, but he drew  back so he
could laugh. H e let loose a roll of
m asculine pleasure that spilled from  his
m outh and danced over m y skin. There
w as an echo toit, that laughterµàİ an echo
like distant thunder.

H is pausing gave m e a chance to
concentrate on A beloec. H e had found a
rhythm  that plunged to the end of m e, and
out, in a rolling slide, a rhythm  that
w ould have brought m e eventually. But
even beyond that, his body pulsed inside
m ine. It w as as if his m agic throbbed
w ith the rhythm  of his body, so that each
tim e he plunged deep inside m e the
m agic throbbed harder, and vibrated



faster. I took the chance M istral had
given m e to say, µàİ A beloec, are you
m aking your m agic pulse in tim e to your
lovem aking?µàİ

H is voice cam e tight w ith concentration.
µàİ Y es.µàİ

I started to say,O h, G oddess, but
M istralµàİ s m outh found m ine again,
and I got only as far as, µàİ O h,
G odµàİ µàİ

M istral thrust his tongue so deep and
hard into m y m outh that it w as like oral
sex w hen the m an is too big for com fort.
If you fight it, it hurts, but if you relax,
som etim es, you can do it. You can let the
m an have his w ay w ith your m outh



w ithout breaking your jaw . Iµàİ d never
had anyone kiss m e like this, and even as
I fought to let him  do it, I thought about
him  being this forceful w ith other things,
and the thought m ade m e open w ider to
him , w ider to them  both.

They w ere both so skilled, but in such
opposite w ays that I w ondered w hat it
w ould be like to have their full attention
one at a tim e. B ut there w as no w ay to
ask M istral to w ait, to give us room ,
because I could barely breathe w ith his
tongue dow n m y throat, let alone speak. I
w anted to speak; I w anted to stop having
to fight him  to breathe. M y jaw  w as
aching hard enough to distract m e from
A beloecµàİ s am azing fucking. M istral
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had crossed that line from feels good
tofucking stop.

W e hadnµàİ t arranged a sign that w ould
let him  know  I w anted him  to stop. W hen
you canµàİ t speak, you usually have
som e prearranged w ay to tap out. I
started pushing at his shoulders, pushing
like I m eant it. I w asnµàİ t as strong as a
full-blooded sidhe, but I had once put m y
hand through a car door to scare aw ay
som e w ould-be m uggers, if thatµàİ s an
indication. I had bloodied m y hand, but
not broken it. So I pushed, and he pushed



back.

H e had his m outh so far inside m ine that
I couldnµàİ t even bite him . I w as
choking, and he didnµàİ t care. I could
feel the orgasm  beginning to build. I did
not w ant A beloecµàİ s good w ork
spoiled by the fact that I w as choking.

N ails could be used for pleasure, or to
m ake a point. I set m y nails in the firm
flesh of M istralµàİ s neck and dug them
in. I carved bloody furrow s in his skin.
H e jerked back from  m e, and seeing the
rage on his face, again, I w as glad w e
w erenµàİ t alone.

µàİ W hen I say stop, you stop,µàİ  I said.
A nd I realized that I w as angry, too.



µàİ Y ou didnµàİ t say stop.µàİ

µàİ B ecause you m ade certain I
couldnµàİ t.µàİ

µàİ Y ou said you liked pain.µàİ

I w as having trouble controlling m y
breathing, because A beloec w as still
vibrating and m oving inside m e. I w as
close. µàİ I like pain to a point, but not a
broken jaw . W eµàİ ll need to lay som e
ground rules
beforeµàİ youµàİ getµàİ your turn,µàİ
and the last w ord w as a scream  as I
threw  m y head back and m y body
spasm ed. M istral caught m y head or I
w ould have sm ashed it against the hard
ground. A beloecµàİ s pleasure spread



through m e, over m e, in m e, in w aves.
W aves of pleasure, w aves of pow er,
over and over, as if here, too, he w as
able to control w hat w as happening. A s
if he could control m y release the w ay
heµàİ d controlled everything else. The
orgasm  w ould roll over m e from  m y
groin to every inch of m y body, then it
w ould start again, spreading from
betw een m y legs over m y skin in a rush
that sent m y hands seeking som ething to
hold on to, m y body thrashing. M y entire
upper body left the ground and sm ashed
back, over and over, w hile A beloec held
m y hips and legs trapped against his
body. Som eone w as behind m e, catching
m e, trying to hold m e dow n, but the
pleasure w as too m uch. I could do



nothing but struggle andscream , one long
ragged scream  after another. M y fingers
found flesh to tear, and strong hands held
m y w rist tight. M y other hand found m y
ow n body, and tore at it. A nother hand
found that w rist, pinned it to the floor.

I heard voices over m y scream s: µàİ G o,
A beloec, just finish it!µàİ

µàİ N ow , A beloec!µàİ  urged M istral.

A nd he did, and suddenly the w orld w as
m ade of w hite light, and it w as as if I
could feel his release betw een m y legs,
feel it hot and thick, and him  buried as
deep inside m e as he could go. I floated
in that w hite light, and found starbursts
of red and green and blue. Then there



w as nothing, nothing but w hite, w hite
light. µàİ
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I D ID N µàİ T PA SS O U T, N O T
C O M PLETELY, N O T REA LLY, B U T
IT W A Sas if I w ere boneless, helpless
in the afterglow  of A beloecµàİ s pow er.
M y eyes fluttered open w hen the lap m y
head w as resting in m oved. I found
M istral above m e, his hands still holding
m y w rists, still cuddling m y head. µàİ I
w ant you hurt, not broken,µàİ  he said, as



if he saw  som ething in m y face that he
had to answ er. It took m e three tries to
answ er. µàİ G lad to hear it,µàİ  I finally
said. H e laughed then, and began to
m ove carefully from  under m e. H e laid
m y head on the dead earth, gently.
A pparently, Iµàİ d disarranged our
m akeshift blanket, because I could feel
other patches of dry, scratchy vegetation
here and there against m y skin.

I turned m y head and looked for the
others. A beloec w as craw ling a little
shakily tow ard m y head, as if he and
M istral w ere going to change places. It
took m e a m om ent to focus past A be,
farther into the dark beyond. The
darkness w as shot w ith neon glow , blue,



green, and red. The colors w ere
everyw here, som e individual burning
lines and som e entw ined like string
w ound into ropeµàİ stronger, thicker for
being joined. D oyle knelt closest to us,
as if heµàİ d tried to com e to m e. H is
sw ord w as draw n as if there w as
som ething am ong us that m etal could
slay. H is dark skin w as covered in lines
of blue and crim son. R hys w as just
beyond him , covered in blue and red
lines, tooµàİ and there w ere other figures
in the dark covered in green and blue
lines, and im ages of flow ering plants. I
caught a shine of long pale hair. Ivi w as
covered in dead vines and green lines of
pow er. B rii stood near a tree, hugging it,
or tied to it w ith green and blue lines.



B ut it w as as if the tree had bent tow ard
him , its thin, lifeless branches em bracing
his naked body like arm s. A dair had
clim bed a tree and stood on one of the
thick upper branches. H e w as reaching
up into it, as if he saw  things there that I
did not. I caught glim pses of other
bodies on the ground, covered in dead
vegetation.

Frost and N icca w ere kneeling farther
aw ay. They had lines of blue only,
snaking over their bodies. They w ere
holding som eoneµàİ s arm s and legs. It
took m e a m om ent to realize it w as
G alen. H e w as so covered in the bright
green glow  that he w as nearly hidden
from  sight. The others seem ed to be



enjoying the pow er, or at least not to be
in pain, but G alenµàİ s body seem ed to
be convulsing, alm ost as I had w hen
A beloec brought m e, but even m ore
violently.

M istralµàİ s face appeared above m ine,
and I realized that he w as holding
him self above m y body, m uch as
A beloec had earlier. B ut he didnµàİ t
kiss m e, as the other m an had. H e m ade
sure that the only thing I could see w as
his face. µàİ M y turn,µàİ  he said, and the
look in his eyes w as enough to m ake m e
frightened. N ot in fear of M istral, but
fear of w hat w as happening. Som ething
pow erfulµàİ and w hat w ould be the
price? O ne thing I had learned early w as



that all pow er com es w ith a price.
µàİ M istral,µàİ  I said, but he w as
already m oving dow n m y body. The
w ind w as back, a thin, seeking w ind that
touched m y body like invisible fingers.
The dead leaves rustled, and the vines
seem ed to sigh in the grow ing w ind.

Iraised up enough to look dow n m y body
at M istral. I called his nam e again. H e
looked up at the sound of his nam e, but
there w as nothing in his face that really
heard m e. This w as his one chance in a
thousand years to have a w om an. W hen
w e left the gardens, his opportunity
w ould be gone. If Iµàİ d know n the
others w ere safe, then I w ouldnµàİ t even
have tried to argue w ith the look in his
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I w asnµàİ t sure they w ere. I w asnµàİ t
sure any of us w ere. I didnµàİ t like not
know ing w hat w as happening. H e
sm oothed his hands along the inside of
m y thighs, gentle, caressing, but that
gentle m ovem ent spread m y legs w ith
him  kneeling betw een them .

µàİ W hatµàİ s happening, M istral?µàİ

µàİ A re you afraid?µàİ  he asked, but he
w asnµàİ t looking at m y face w hen he
said it. µàİ Yes,µàİ  I said, and m y voice
w as soft in the grow ing w ind.



µàİ G ood,µàİ  he said.

A beloec answ ered m e, µàİ I am  the
intoxicating cup like M edb for the kings
of old. Y ou have drunk deep.µàİ

I turned m y head back to look at him
w here he knelt behind m e. I knew
thatm edb had been a w ord for
µàİ m ead,µàİ  a sovereign goddess w hom
nine kings ofIreland had had to m ate
w ith before she w ould let them  rule. But
m ost of thatw as only stories ; no one
w ould speak of her am ong the sidhe, as
if she w ere a real goddess, a real
person. I had asked, and been told only
that she w as the cup that
intoxicates.W hich had been another w ay
of saying that she w as m ead. Iµàİ d been



left to believe sheµàİ d never been real.

µàİ I donµàİ t understand,µàİ  I said.

A beloec sm oothed his hand along m y
face. µàİ I give the pow er of sovereignty
to the queen, as M edb gave pow er to the
kings. I w as forgotten, because the w orld
turned to chauvinism  and there w ere no
m ore votes for queens. I w as just
A ccasbel.D enied m y purpose. Som e
hum an literature says I am  an ancient
deity of w ine and beer. I founded the
first pub inIreland , and w as a follow er
of Partholon. That is all I am  now  to
history.µàİ  H e leaned in close to m y
face, and I lay back against the ground
w ith his hands on either side of m y



face.µàİ Until today. I have new
duties.µàİ

Just then, M istralµàİ s fingers found m y
opening, and I w ould have turned to look
at him , but A beloecµàİ s hands tightened
on m y face, kept m e looking at him  w hile
M istral began to explore m e w ith his
hand. A beloec w hispered, above m y
face, µàİ There w as a tim e w hen w ithout
m e, or M edb, no one ruled inIreland , or
faerie, or anyw here in the isles. The
sithen brought us here for a reason. It
brought everyone here for a reason,
including M istral.µàİ

D ried leaves rushed across m y body like
brittle fingers tapping m y stom ach and
breasts. µàİ Let us have our reason back,



M eredith,µàİ  A beloec said.

It w asnµàİ t a finger touching m e dow n
there anym ore, though M istral hadnµàİ t
entered m e. For som eone w ho liked to
cause pain, he w as being patient, and
gentle.

I w hispered, µàİ R eason, w hat
reason?µàİ  to A beloecµàİ s face.

µàİ R eason to be, M eredith.A  m an
w ithout a duty is only half a m an.µàİ

M istral shoved him self inside m e in one
long hard m ovem ent. It spilled m y upper
body up off the ground, tore a scream
from  m y m outh. A beloec released m e,
and I could finally stare dow n m y body



at M istral. M istralµàİ s head w as flung
back, eyes closed. H is body w as
m arried into m ine as deep as he could
m ake it. Page 31
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There w ere no lines of color on him
anym ore and I realized there w ere none
on any of the three of us. B ut there w as
som ething in the shining of his skin. It
took m e a m om ent to realize that
som ething w as m ovinginside his skin. It
looked like a reflection of som ething, but
it w as not a reflection of anything around
us.

H e stayed there, frozen above m e, w ith



his low er body as snug to m e as he could
get it, and his upper bodyraised back on
his hands and arm s. H e opened his eyes
and looked dow n at m e, and I saw
clouds glide inside his eyes like
w indow s onto som e distant sky. The
clouds m oved as if hurried by som e
great w ind, and I realized that that w as
w hat I w as seeing inside his
skin.Clouds, storm  clouds roiling inside
his skin. The w ind w as grow ing, spilling
m y hair across m y face, sending dead
leaves in sm all w hirlw inds. A  storm
w as com ing, and I w as w atching it grow
inside M istralµàİ s body. M istral w as
the m aster of the w inds, m aster of the
sky, a storm  god once upon a tim e. The
first lightning flash show ed in his eyes.



O nce upon a tim e w asnµàİ t as long ago
as it used to be.

µàİ

C H A PTER 6

M ISTR A L D R EW  O U T O F M E W ITH
A  SIG H IN G  SH U D D ER  TH AT
R A N dow n the length of his body. Seeing
him  affected to that degree m ade m y
breath short and fast. A t first I thought he
had rain in his eyes to m atch the
lightning; then he blinked, and I realized
it w as tears. If w e had been alone I
w ould have questioned it, talked about
it, but w ith this m any other m en around
us, I could not. I could not point out that
he w as crying in front of them , nor could



I ask him  w hy and hope to get a truthful
answ er. B ut it m eant a great deal to m e
that M istral, m aster of storm s, cried after
he tasted m y body. A beloec said, softly,
µàİ Itµàİ s been too long.µàİ

M istral looked at him , and he sim ply
nodded w ith the shine of those few  hard
tears gliding dow n his cheeks. H e
looked dow n at m e, and there w asa
gentleness on his face, a raw  pain in his
eyes. H e kissed m e, and this tim e it w as
gentle. µàİ I have forgotten m y m anners,
Princess, forgive m e.µàİ

µàİ You can kiss m e w ith force, just
donµàİ t choke m e.µàİ

H e gave a sm all sm ile, and an even



sm aller nod. Then he laid his body
carefully along the length of m ine so that
his testicles pressed against m y groin,
and the hard length of him  touched m e
from  groin to m y upper stom ach. H e let
his w eight settle on top of m e w ith a
sigh,then w rapped his arm s around m e.
H e put his face to one side of m ine, and
it w as as if he let som e great tension fall
aw ay from  him . It w as alm ost as if he
grew  lighter at the sam e tim e that his
actual w eight becam e heavier. I laid a
soft kiss against the curve of his ear,
because it w as the spot I could reach.

H e shuddered against m e again, but
because he w as pressed so hard against
the front of m y body it m ade m e shudder,



too. The w ind trailed his hair and m ine
across m y face, m ingling the red and
grey strands together, alm ost in the w ay
the neon glow  of pow er had w ound itself
together.Stronger together than apart.
The clouds in his eyes spun so fast
across them  that it w as alm ost dizzying
to w atch. H e unw ound his arm s from  m e
andraised up enough to see m y face. µàİ I
donµàİ t w ant to kiss dow n the front of
your body. I w ant to bite m y w ay dow n
it.µàİ
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I had to sw allow  hard before I could



answ er, in a breathy voice, µàİ N o
blood, no perm anent m arks, and nothing
as hard as w hat you did to m y breast.
You havenµàİ t done enough prep w ork
for that.µàİ

µàİ Prep w ork?µàİ  H e m ade it a
question.

A beloec said, µàİ Foreplay.µàİ  H e had
been kneeling above m y head, so still
that I had forgotten he w as there. W e
both looked at him . µàİ G ive us a little
m ore room ,µàİ  M istral asked. µàİ I am
the only one inside this circle w ith you,
and I m ust rem ain.µàİ

C ircle,I thought,then I realized that he
w as right. The lines of blue, green, and



red encircled the three of us. Everyone
else w as covered in them , but they
form ed a barrier around the three of us.
It w as a barrier that the w ind could
cross at w ill, but there w ould be other
things that could not cross it. I w asnµàİ t
sure w hat those other things w ould be,
but I knew  enough of m agical circles to
know  that they w ere m eant to keep som e
things in, and som e things out. It w as
their nature, and tonight w as all about
the nature of things. I ran m y hands up
M istralµàİ s back, tracing the line of his
spine, playing along the m uscles that
held him  just above m e. H e closed his
eyes and sw allow ed before he looked
dow n at m e. µàİ You w anted
som ething?µàİ



µàİ Y ou,µàİ  I said.

That earned m e a sm ile.A  real sm ile, not
about sex, or pain, or sorrow , just a
sm ile. I valued that sm ile the w ay I
valued Frostµàİ s sm ile, and D oyleµàİ s.
They had all com e to m e w ithout a real
sm ile, as if they had forgotten how  to do
it. B y the standards that the other tw o
m en had set, M istral w as a fast learner. I
m oved one hand around so I could trace
his low er lip w ith m y finger. µàİ D o
w hat you w anted to do. Just rem em ber
the rules.µàİ

H is sm ile held an edge of som ething that
w asnµàİ t happy now , and I w asnµàİ t
sure if the param eters that Iµàİ d put on
him  w ere actually that taxing, or if Iµàİ d



rem inded him  of som ething sad. µàİ N o
blood, no perm anent m arks, nothing as
hard as w hat I did on your breast,
because I have not done enough foreplay
for that, yet.µàİ

It w as alm ost w ord for w ord w hat Iµàİ d
said to him . µàİ G ood m em ory.µàİ

µàİ M em ory is all I have.µàİ  A s he said
it, that raw  pain w as back in his eyes. I
thought I understood now . H e w as
enjoying him self, and determ ined to
enjoy him self, but w hen he w as finished,
there w ould be no m ore. The queen
w ould put him  back in the lonely cell of
her rules, her jealousy,her sadism .
W ould it be w orse to have had this



m om ent and then be denied again?
W ould it cause him  pain to w atch m e
w ith m y m en, and not be a part of it? It
w asnµàİ t that I w as so special to him , or
to them . It w as sim ply that I w as the only
w om an w ith w hom  the guards could
break their long celibacy.

I raised m yself off the ground and kissed
him . µàİ I am  yours.µàİ

H e kissed m e, gently at first, then harder.
H is tongue thrust betw een m y lips. I
opened m y m outh and let him  explore m y
m outh. H e thrust deep inside,then backed
off a little, enough so that it w as just a
good deep kiss. The feel of his m outh
drew  m y m outh closer to his, m ade m y
body rise up to press tighter against him ,



sent m y arm s across his back, pressed
m y breasts firm  against his chest. H e
m ade a sm all sound low  in his throat,
and the w ind suddenly felt cool against
m y skin. H e drew  his m outh Page 33
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from  m ine, and the expression in his
eyes w as w ild. Storm  clouds rode in his
eyes, but they had slow ed, so that it w as
no longer dizzying. If I hadnµàİ t know n
w hat I w as looking at, I m ight sim ply
have thought his eyes w ere the grey of
rain clouds.

H e laid his face in the curve of m y neck.
H e didnµàİ t so m uch kiss m e as lay his



lips against m y skin. H is breath w ent out
in a heavy sigh that spread w arm th
across m y skin. It m ade m e shiver, and
that w as it. H e set his teeth in the side of
m y neck, and bit m e. It m ade m e cry out
and tense m y fingers along his back, to
trail an edge of nail across his skin.

H e bit m y shoulder, quick and hard. I
cried out for him , and he m oved again. I
donµàİ t think he trusted him self to hold
m y flesh in his m outh for very long. I
knew  he w anted to bite dow n harder,
and I could feel the effort required to
fight that urge in his lips, his hands,his
entire body. H e w as enjoying him self,
but he w as struggling to keep his
im pulses in check.



H e put his m outh into the side of the
breast he had not m arked and barely laid
teeth. I grabbed the side of his face, not
hard, but it stopped him . H e lifted his
gaze to m ine, his m outh half opened, and
I w atched his expression fall. I think he
expected m e to tell him  to stop. Even if
that had been w hat I m eant to do, I
w ouldnµàİ t have had the heart to say it.
B ut regardless, it hadnµàİ t.
µàİ H arder,µàİ  I said instead.

H e gave m e a w olfish grin, and again I
got that glim pse of som ething in him  that
w ould have m ade m e hesitate to be
alone w ith him . B ut I w as no longer
certain if that w as truly M istralµàİ s
nature, or w hether centuries of denial



had m ade him  w ild w ith need.

H e set his teeth into m y side and bit
dow n hard, hard enough that I w rithed
under him . H e m oved just a little farther
dow n m y side, to m y w aist, and this tim e
w hen I felt him  begin to let go, I said,
µàİ H arder.µàİ

H e bit m e deeper thistim e, bit m e until I
felt his teeth alm ost m eet in m y skin. I
cried out and said, µàİ Enough,
enough.µàİ

H e lifted his face as if to stop
com pletely. I sm iled at him . µàİ I
didnµàİ t say stop, I just m eant that w as
hard enough.µàİ



H e m oved to the other side of m y body
and bit m e again w ithout urging, hard
enough that I had to tell him , alm ost
im m ediately, not to go farther. H e
looked up at m e, and w hatever he saw
on m y face satisfied him , because he bit
next to m y belly button, setting his teeth
so hard and fast that I had to tell him  to
stop. H eµàİ d left a press of red teeth
m arks on m y stom ach. There w ere red
m arks here and there on m y body, but
nothing as perfect as that. A perfect set
of his teeth m arks in the w hite flesh of
m y body. Looking at it m ade m e shiver.

µàİ Y ou like it,µàİ  he w hispered.

µàİ Y es,µàİ  I said.



The w ind held an edge of dam pness as it
trailed across m y skin. H e licked low  on
m y stom ach, and the w ind seem ed to
blow  across that w et line, alm ost as if
the w ind had a m outh, too, and could
blow  w here it w ished. M istral pressed
his m outh w here he had licked, and bit
m e. H ard and sharp, enough to m ake m e
startle, and raise m y upper body off the
ground. µàİ Enough,µàİ  I said, and m y
voice w as alm ost a yell. Page 34
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The w ind began to pick up, blow ing
m ore dead leaves across m y body.
Stream ing m y hair across m y face, so



that for a m om ent I couldnµàİ t see w hat
M istral w as doing. The w ind w as dam p,
as if it rode an edge of rain. B ut it never
rained in the dead gardens.

I felt his m outhlaid on the m ound
betw een m y legs, resting on the tight,
curling hair. I couldnµàİ t see, but I knew
w hat he w as doing. H e bit m e, and I
yelled, µàİ Enough.µàİ

I used one hand to push m y hair out of
the w ay, so I could look dow n m y body
and see him . H e gave one quick flick of
his tongue betw een m y legs. That one
sm all touch sped m y pulse and opened
m y m outh in a silent O .

µàİ You know  w hat I w ant to do,µàİ  he



said. H e spoke w ith his hands around m y
thighs, fingers digging in just a little, his
face just above m y groin, so close that
his breath touched m e there. I nodded,
because I didnµàİ t trust m y voice. O n
the one hand, I didnµàİ t w ant him  to hurt
m e; on the other, I did w ant him  to com e
just to that edge of truly hurting m e. I
liked that edge. I liked it a lot. I finally
found m y voice, and it alm ost didnµàİ t
sound like m e, so breathy, so eager.
µàİ G o slow , and w hen I say enough, you
stop.µàİ

H e gave that sm ile again that filled his
cloud-dazed eyes w ith a fierce light, and
I realized it w asnµàİ t m y im agination.
Lightning played through the heavy grey



clouds of his eyes. It had gone aw ay, but
now  it w as back, and it filled them  w ith
a flashing w hite, w hite light, so that his
eyes looked blind for a second. The
w ind slow ed, and the air felt heavy,
thick, and I felt an edge of electricity in
the air. H e spread m e w ide, using his
fingers, so strong, so thick. H e licked the
length of m e, back and forth until I
w rithed under his m outh and hands. O nly
then did he press his m outh over m e.
O nly then did he let m e feel the edge of
his teeth around the m ost intim ate parts
of m y body. H e bit dow n slow ly, so
slow ly, so carefully.

I breathed out, µàİ H arder.µàİ

H e obeyed.



H e took as m uch of m y flesh dow n there
into his m outh as he could fit, and bit m e.
B it m e so hard that it raised m y upper
body com pletely off the ground, and I
scream ed for him . B ut I didnµàİ t
scream stop, orenough.I just scream ed,
full-throated, spine bow ing, staring
dow n at him  w ith w ide eyes and opened
m outh.I orgasm ed for him , from  the feel
of his teeth in m y m ost intim ate flesh. I
orgasm ed for him , and even through the
pleasure of it I changed m y scream  to
µàİ Stop, stop, oh, G od, stop!µàİ  Even
through that m ost overw helm ing of
pleasures, I could feel his teeth going
just a little too far. W hen som ething hurts
in the m iddle of orgasm , you need to



stopµàİ things usually only hurt w hen the
afterglow  begins to fade. A gain I
scream ed, µàİ Stop,µàİ  and he stopped.

I fell back onto the ground, eyes unable
to focus, fighting to breathe, unable to
m ove. B ut even w hile m y body lay
helpless w ith the afterglow , I began to
ache. I ached w here his teeth had
touched m e there, and I knew  that it w as
just going to hurt m orelater . Iµàİ d let
m y desireµàİ and M istralµàİ sµàİ send us
too far over that fine edge.
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H is voice cam e. µàİ I did not bleed you,
and I did not bite you as hard there as I
did on your breast.µàİ

I nodded, because I couldnµàİ t speak
yet. The air w as so dense w ith the
com ing storm  that it m ade it harder to
breathe, alm ost in the w ay the queen
could m ake the air too thick to breathe.
µàİ A re you hurt?µàİ  he asked.

I found m y voice.µàİ A  little.µàİ  The
ache w as becom ing sharper. I had only a
lim ited tim e before it w as sim ply going
to hurt. I w anted him  to finish before the
pleasure truly did becom e pain. H e
craw led over m y body on all fours, so
that he w asnµàİ t actually touching m e,
but he could see m y face. µàİ A re you all



right, Princess?µàİ

I nodded. µàİ H elp m e turn over.µàİ

µàİ W hy?µàİ

µàİ B ecause if w e finish this w ith you on
top, itµàİ s going to hurt too m uch.µàİ

µàİ I w as too rough,µàİ  he said, and he
sounded so sad. Lightning flashed first in
one eye then the other, as if it traveled
from  one side of his m ind to the other.
The light blue lightning bolt on his cheek
paled in the brightness of it.

H e started to craw l off m e as if he w ere
going to stop. I grabbed his arm .
µàİ D onµàİ t stop, bright G oddess,



donµàİ t stop. Just help m e roll over. If
you take m e from  behind, you w onµàİ t
be brushing up against the part of m e you
bruised.µàİ

µàİ If I have hurt you so badly, w e m ust
stop.µàİ

M y fingers tightened on his arm . µàİ If I
w anted to stop, I w ould say so.
Everyone else has been too afraid of
hurting m e, and even if you w ent too far,
I do like it. M istral, I like it a great
deal.µàİ

H e gave an alm ost shy sm ile. µàİ I did
notice.µàİ

I sm iled back at him . µàİ Then let us



finish w hat w e started.µàİ

µàİ If you are sure.µàİ In the m om ent he
said it, and m eant it, I knew  that I w ould
be safe alone w ith him . If he w as w illing
to pass up som e of the first intercourse
heµàİ d been offered in centuries for fear
of m y being hurt, then he had the
discipline to control him self in private.
C onsort preserve us, but he had m ore
discipline than I w ould have had. H ow
m any m en w ould have turned dow n the
finish, after a start like that? N ot m any,
not m any at all.

µàİ I am  sure,µàİ  I said.

H e sm iled again, and som ething m oved
above us. Som ething grey w as in m otion



near the high dom ed ceiling.
C loudsµàİ there w as a tiny knot of
clouds up near the ceiling. I looked into
M istralµàİ s face and said, µàİ Fuck m e,
M istral.µàİ

µàİ Is that an order, m y princess?µàİ  H e
sm iled w hen he said it, but there w as an
edge of som ething that w asnµàİ t happy
in his voice.
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µàİ O nly if you w ant it to be.µàİ

H e looked dow n at m e,then said, µàİ I



w ould rather do the ordering.µàİ

µàİ Then do it,µàİ  I said.

µàİ Turn over,µàİ  he said. H is voice did
not have quite the firm ness it had had
earlier, as if he w asnµàİ t sure I w ould
obey.

I had recovered enough to roll over,
though I w as slow . H e m oved back until
he knelt by m y feet. µàİ I w ant you on
your hands and knees.µàİ

I did w hat he asked, or ordered. It put
m e looking at A beloec, w ho still knelt,
m otionless, at the top of our m akeshift
blanket. I expected to see lust, or
som ething to let m e know  he w as



enjoying the show , but that w asnµàİ t
w hat w as in his face. H is sm ile w as
gentle, peaceful. It didnµàİ t m atch w hat
w e w ere doing, at least not to m e.

M istralµàİ s hands stroked m y ass, and I
felt him  rub against m y opening. The
front of m e w as sore, but the rest of m e
w as eager.

µàİ Y ouµàİ re w et,µàİ  M istral said.

µàİ I know ,µàİ  I said.

µàİ Y ou really did enjoy it.µàİ

µàİ Y es.µàİ

µàİ Y ou really do like it that rough.µàİ



µàİ Som etim es,µàİ  I said. The tip of him
rubbed around the edge, so close, but not
inside. µàİ N ow ?µàİ H e m ade it a
question.

I low ered m y upper body, so that m y
low er body lifted tow ard him , pushing
against the feel of him . O nly his slight
m ovem ent backw ard kept m e from  taking
him  into m y body. I m ade a sm all sound
of protest. The w ind held the sm ell of
rain, the press of silent thunder. The
storm  w as com ing, and I w anted him
inside m e w hen it cam e.

H elaughed, that w onderful m asculine
sound. µàİ I take that as a yes?µàİ

µàİ Yes,µàİ  I said. I pressed m y cheek



into the brittle leaves, m y face, and
hands, touching the dry ground. I had to
close m y eyes against the push of dead
leaves and plants. I pushed m y ass up at
him , and asked, w ordlessly, that he take
m e. I didnµàİ t realize I w as saying
anything out loud, but I m ust have been.
For then I heard m y ow n voice chanting,
µàİ Please, please, please,µàİ  over and
over, soft under m y breath, m y lips
closer to the dead earth than to the m an I
w as begging.

H e pushed just the tip of him self inside
m e, and the w ind changed instantly. It
felt alm ost hot. I could still sm ell rain,
but there w as also a m etallic sm ell.The
scent of ozone, lightning. The air w as hot



andclose, and I knew  in that m om ent that
it w asnµàİ t that I w anted M istral inside
m e w hen the storm  broke, but that the
storm  w ould not com e until he w as
inside m e. H ew as the storm , as A beloec
had been the cup. M istral w as the heavy
Page 37
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press of the air, and that neck-ruffling
prom ise of lightning. Iraised up and
shoved m y body onto him . H e actually
stopped m e w ith his hands on m y hips.
µàİ N o,µàİ  he said, µàİ no, I w ill say
w hen.µàİ

I w ent back to pressing m y upper body



to the dry ground. I said, µàİ M istral,
please, donµàİ t you feel it?

D onµàİ t you feel it?µàİ

µàİ Storm ,µàİ  he said, and his voice
seem ed low er than it had been, a
grow ling roll, as if his voice held an
echo of thunder in it.

Iraised up, but not to try to control him . I
w anted to see him . I w anted to see if
there had been other changes besides the
grow l of thunder in his voice. H e still
glow ed w ith pow er, but it w as as if dark
grey clouds had m oved in over that
glow , so that I saw  only the shine of his
pow er through the veil of clouds. H e
stared dow n at m e, and his eyes flashed



bright, so bright that for a m om ent his
face w as half obscured by that w hite,
w hite light. The brilliance faded, leaving
afterim ages in m y vision. B ut w ithout the
lightning, his eyes w erenµàİ t the grey of
rain clouds; they w ere black.That
blackness that rolls across the sky at
m idday, and sends us all running for
cover, because just by looking at the sky,
you know  that som ething dangerous is
com ing. Som ething that w ill drow n you,
burn you, concuss you w ith the pow er
that is about to fall from  the sky.

I shivered, gazing dow n m y body at him ,
shivered, because I w onderedµàİ w as I
too m ortal to survive this?

W as his pow er going to burn along m y



flesh, and hurt m e in w ays that I did not
w ant?

It w as as if A beloec heard m e thinking.
H e spoke, in a low , soft voice that m ade
m e look at him . H e w as still kneeling in
front of us, but it w as as if his pale skin
w ere fading into the grow ing dark, as if
he, him self, w ere dissipating into the
circle of pow er. H is hair w as shot
through w ith lines of blue, red, and
green, and those lines traced the circle
that held us, and on into the dark to the
m en beyond. H is eyes held sparks of all
those colors, but it w as as if his pow er
grew . H e began to be that pow er, and
not be as m uch A beloec. I could tell that
if he w ere not careful, he w ould becom e



only the lines of pow er that traced out
into the dark. µàİ Earth and sky is a very
old dance, M eredith,µàİ  he said. µàİ D o
not fear the pow er. It has w aited too
long for you to allow  you to be harm ed
now .µàİ

I found m y voice in a hoarse w hisper.
µàİ Look at him .µàİ

µàİ Yes,µàİ  A beloec said, µàİ he is the
storm  com e to life.µàİ

µàİ I am  m ortal.µàİ

I thought he sm iled, but I couldnµàİ t be
certain. I could not see his face clearly,
though I knew  he w as only a few  feet in
front of m e.



µàİ In this tim e and place, you are the
G oddess, the earth to m eet the strike of
the sky. D oes that sound like som eone
w ho is m erely m ortal?µàİ

M istral chose that m om ent to rem ind m e
that he w as there. H e bent over m y body,
and bit m e on the back, as his body
shoved inside m e. The com bination of
the tw o m ade m e push m yself tighter
against him . H e bit m e harder, and I
w rithed against him , trapped betw een
his body and his m outh. Page 38
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H is m outh let go, and he w rapped his
arm s around m e. H is w eight lay along



the back of m y body, in a w arm , solid
line. I w as supporting m ost of his
w eight, for his hands played lightly over
m y breasts and stom ach. H e w as inside
m e, but as he had done the first tim e,
once he w as in, he had stopped m oving.
H e spoke w ith his face next to m ine.
µàİ It has been too long. I w ill not last if
you m ove like that.µàİ

I turned m y head, and he w as close
enough that w hen the light flashed in his
eyes, I w as blinded for a second. I
closed m y eyes and saw  w hite and black
explosions against m y eyelids. I spoke
w ith m y eyes still closed. µàİ I canµàİ t
help m oving.µàİ

H e sighed, and didnµàİ t so m uch push



him self farther inside m e as w rithe
w hile he w as inside m e.That m ade m e
w rithe , and drew  a sound from  him  that
w as half pleasure, half protest. Thunder
rolled through the cavern, echoing
against the bare rock w alls, like som e
gigantic drum roll that seem ed to thrum
across m y skin.

µàİ H ush, M eredith, quiet. If you m ove, I
w ill not last.µàİ

µàİ H ow  can I not m ove w ith you inside
m e?µàİ

H e hugged m e then, and said, µàİ So long
since anyone reacted to m y body.µàİ  H e
m oved off m y back, so that he w as again
on his knees, still w ith his body sheathed



inside m ine. B ut he pushed his hips
against m e and let m e know  that, bent
over m y body, he had not been
com pletely sheathed inside m e, because
now  the tip of him  found the end of m e,
and I realized he m ight be too long for
this position. If the m an w as too long,
entering from  behind could hurt. It
didnµàİ t hurt yet, but it held the prom ise
of it as he pushed gently against the inner
lim its of m y body. The thought of w hat
he could do to m e w as exciting, and a
little frightening. I both w anted to feel
him  pound him self into m e, and
didnµàİ t. The thought w as exciting, but
it w as one of those pains that w orked
better in fantasy than real life.



H e pushed the head of him self inside m e,
gentle at first, then m ore firm ly, as if he
w ere trying to find a w ay deeper. H e
pushed slow , and firm , and tight, until I
m ade a sound of protest. Thunder
rum bled again, and the w ind gusted. I
could sm ell rain and ozone, as if
lightning had struck som ew here near,
though the only lightning had been in
M istralµàİ s eyes. µàİ H ow  m uch do you
like pain?µàİ  he asked, and his voice
held thunder the w ay that D oyleµàİ s
could hold the grow l of a dog.

I thought I knew  w hat he w as asking, and
I hesitated. H ow  m uch do I like pain? I
decided honesty w as safest. I gazed back
over m y body until I could see him , and



w hatever w ords of caution I w as about
to utter died in m y throat. H e w as
som ething elem ental. H is body still held
an outline,a solidness , but inside that
solid line of skin w ere clouds, grey and
black and w hite, boiling and w rithing.
The lightning flashed in his eyes again,
and this tim e it rode dow n his body, a
jagged line of brilliance that filled the
w orld w ith the m etallic sm ell of ozone.
B ut it didnµàİ t affect m y body like real
lightning w ould have. Instead it w as just
a brilliant dance of light.

H is eyes glow ed in his face, lit by strike
after strike of bright, w hite light. A bout
every third flash, the lightning shot dow n
his body and decorated his skin. H is hair



had com e free of its ponytail, and that
grey sheet of hair danced in the w ind of
his pow er, like som e soft grey blanket
trapped on a w ash line as the storm
thunders closer.

A s m any tim es as Iµàİ d m ade love to
w arriors of the sidhe, to creatures of
faerie, the sight of him  behind m e Page
39
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still stole m y w ords. Iµàİ d seen m any
w onders, but nothing quite like M istral.
H e asked again, µàİ H ow  m uch do you
like pain?µàİ  B ut as he spoke, the
lightning flashed, the glow  filling his



m outh and pouring out w ith his w ords.

I said the only thing I could think of:
µàİ Finish.µàİ

H e sm iled, and his lips held an edge of
that glow .µàİ Finish; just finish?µàİ

I nodded. µàİ Y es.µàİ

µàİ W ill you enjoy it?µàİ

µàİ I donµàİ t know .µàİ

H is sm ile w idened, and his eyes flashed,
and that line of light sparkled dow n his
body. I w as blind for a m om ent in the
brilliance of it. H e began to draw
him self out of m e. µàİ So be it,µàİ  he



said in that deep, rolling voice. Thunder
echoed him  along the roof, and for a
m om ent it seem ed as if the very w alls
thrum m ed w ith him .

H e shoved him self inside m e as fast and
hard as he could, and he w as too long. I
scream ed, and it w asnµàİ t all pleasure. I
tried not to, but I began to w rithe, not
closer, but farther aw ay, craw ling aw ay
from  that hard, sharp pain.

H e grabbed m y hair, tight.H eld m e in
place w hile he pounded him self into m e.
I scream ed, and this tim e, it held w ords.
µàİ Finish, G oddess, please finish. G o,
just go.µàİ

H e jerked m e up on m y knees, using m y



hair like a lever to press our bodies
against each other. H e w as still buried in
m e, but the position w as better. It w as a
little less deep and didnµàİ t hurt. H e
w rapped his other arm  around the front
of m y body, and held m e tight against the
front of his. H e tightened the hand in m y
hair, draw ing a sound from  m e that
w asnµàİ t pain. H e spoke w ith his m outh
pressed against the side of m y face. µàİ I
know  that I hurt you before, but already
your body forgives m e. So soon, and you
m ake pleasure noises for m e.µàİ  H e
jerked m y head back w ith his handful of
m y hair. It did hurt, but I liked it anyw ay.
I just did. µàİ You like this,µàİ  he
w hispered against m y face, and I felt
w ind against m y face. µàİ Yes,µàİ  I



said.

µàİ B ut not the other,µàİ  he said, and the
w ind buffeted us, hard enough that w e
sw ayed for a m om ent. I rolled m y eyes
past him  and found the ceiling craw ling
w ith clouds.C louds that could have been
the tw ins of the ones m oving under his
skin.

H e jerked m y hair again, brought m e
back to his face. µàİ I thought I w ould
com e too soon, and now  I am  taking too
long.µàİ

µàİ You w ill not com e until the storm
does.µàİ  It w as A beloecµàİ s voice, but
strangely not. Page 40
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M istral loosened his hold on m y hair, so
w e could both look at the other m an.
W hat I saw  w as eyes that spun w ith
crim son, em erald, and sapphire, as if
they w ere full of liquid jew els. H is hair
w as flared out around him , but not
because the w ind pulled itµàİ m ore like
the tail of a bird, or a cloak held
carefully out by som e invisible hands.
The lines of color glow ed through that
hair, and w ent out into the dark like
rope. The ropes of glow ing color found
dark shapes outside our circle of pow er.
A ll the m en out there in the dead gardens
w ere covered in those lines. I tried to



see if they w ere all right, but the thunder
rolled through us, and it w as as if the
w orld itself shook w ith it.

M istral shuddered around m e, inside m e,
and that m ade m e shudder. H e hugged
m e tight w ith both of his strong arm s.
N ot hurting m e for a m om ent, not trying
to. µàİ If taking you from  behind is too
m uch, then w hat else is left? I have hurt
you in front, as w ell.µàİ

I leaned back against his body, letting
m yself rest against him  com pletely. µàİ If
youµàİ re strong enough to keep yourself
up off m y body w hile w e fuck, you
w onµàİ t brush the front of m e.µàİ

µàİ O ff your body?µàİ H e sounded



puzzled.

µàİ I w ill be facing up, you on top, but
the only thing that touches m e is w hat is
inside m e now .µàİ

µàİ If you are flat, I w ill not be able to
get as m uch inside you.µàİ

µàİ Iµàİ ll rise up to m eet you.µàİ  Then I
asked, µàİ A re you?µàİ

µàİ A m  I w hat?µàİ  he asked, and the
lightning in his eyes blinded m e for a
m om ent. µàİ Strong enough,µàİ  I said
w ith m y vision full of bright w hite spots.
H e laughed, then, and it w as like a low
rum ble of thunder not just in m y ear, but
along m y body, as if the sound traveled



through his very bones and into m ine.
µàİ Yes,µàİ  he said. µàİ Yes, I am  strong
enough.µàİ

µàİ Prove it,µàİ  I said, and m y voice
w as a w hisper that w as alm ost lost in
the sound of w ind and thunder. H e let m e
m ove off him  and helped m e to lie dow n
on w hat w as left of our m akeshift
blanket. If w e had been about to m ake
love in standard m issionary position,
then I w ould have been m ore concerned
about the blanket. But if w e did this
right, very little of m e w ould be touching
the ground. I lay back against the hard,
dry ground for a m om ent, m y knees bent.
M istral hesitated, kneeling betw een
them . Lightning flashed in his eyes,



danced dow n his body, so that it looked
for a m om ent as if the jagged bolt w ent
from  his eyes and out his leg into the
ground. I heard a m ore distant crackle,
and saw  the first lightning bolt dance in
the clouds at the ceiling. The sm ell of
ozone cam e faint; the scent of close rain
w as stronger. µàİ M istral,µàİ  I said,
µàİ now µàİ enterm e now .µàİ

µàİ I w ill brush against the front of your
body,µàİ  he said. µàİ It w ill hurt.µàİ

µàİ Enter m e, and Iµàİ ll show  you.µàİ

H e low ered him self to m e, keeping his
arm s locked and his body above m ine.
H e slid him self inside m e, and before he
w as finished, I m oved up to m eet him .



I raised m y upper body in a sort of sit-
up, m ore like an abdom inal crunch. I
couldnµàİ t hold the position Page 41
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forever, but I could hold it a long tim e, if
I put m y hands on either side of m y
thighs and held on. It held m e
sim ultaneously in position and open
w ide.

I w atched him  push him self inside m e by
the w hite m oonlight glow  of m y ow n
skin, and the distant flash of lightning
that heµàİ d released into the clouds
above. It w as alm ost as if now  that the
lighting w as up there, there w asnµàİ t so



very m uch inside him .

H e began to pum p his body into
m ine.Just the long shaft of him  in and out
of m y body, w hile I held m yself in a tight
little ball, and he held the rest of his
body above m ine. µàİ I love w atching
your body m ove in and out of m ine,µàİ  I
said. H e low ered his head so that his
hair trailed over m e, and he could w atch
his ow n body w ork in and out of m ine.
µàİ Yesss,µàİ  he breathed, µàİ yesss.µàİ

H e started to lose his rhythm  and had to
look aw ay from  the sight of our bodies
locked together. Soon he resum ed his
long sure strokes. Thunder pounded the
w orld, lightning crackled and sm ashed
into the ground. The storm  w as com ing.



H e began to go faster, harder, sm ashing
him self into m e. B ut from  this position, it
didnµàİ t hurt. From  this position, it felt
w onderful. I could feel the beginnings of
m y ow n pleasure grow ing inside m e.
µàİ Iµàİ m  going to com e soon,µàİ  I said,
and it w as alm ost a yell over the sound
of w ind and storm . µàİ N ot yet,µàİ  he
said, µàİ not yet.µàİ  I w asnµàİ t sure if
he w as talking to m e or him self, but he
suddenly seem ed to give him self
perm ission to fuck m e as hard as he
w anted. H e drove him self in and out of
m e w ith a force that rocked m y body,
ground m y ass into the leaves, and m ade
m e cry out w ith purest joy. Lightning
began to rain dow n from  the clouds.O ne



w hite-hot bolt after another, as if the
clouds w ere scream ing, and this w as as
fast as they could throw  lightning dow n
upon us. The ground shuddered w ith the
beating of the lightning and the roll of the
thunder. It w as as if the lightning w as
hitting the ground as often as
M istralµàİ s body hit into m ine. O ver
and over and over again, he ram m ed
inside m e, and over and over and over
again, the lightning struck the earth. The
w orld sm elled m etallic w ith ozone, and
every hair stood to attention w ith the
electric dance of it.

H e brought m e scream ing, fingers
digging into m y ow n thighs, holding m y
place, holding m y place, w hile the



orgasm  shook m e, took m e, and m y body
spasm ed around his. M y scream s w ere
lost in the violence of the storm , but I
heard M istral cry out above m e, a
second before his body thrust inside
m ine one last tim e. H e cam e inside m e,
and the lightning struck the earth like a
huge w hite hand. I w as blinded w ith
w hite light. I dug m y nails into m y thighs
to rem ind m yself w here I w as, and w hat
I w as doing. I w anted his release to be
everything he w ished. B ut finally, I had
to collapse to the ground, had to let m y
legs unbend. I lay on the dry ground,
panting, trying to relearn how  to breathe.
H e collapsed on top of m e, still inside
m y body. H is heart w as beating so fast
that it felt as if it w ould spill out his



body and touch m e. R ain began to fall,
gently.

H is first w ords w ere breathless. µàİ A m
I hurting you?µàİ

I tried to raise m y arm  to touch him , but
still couldnµàİ t m ove. µàİ N othing hurts
right now ,µàİ  I said. H e let out his
breath in a long sigh. µàİ G ood.µàİ  H is
heart began to slow  as the rain fell
harder. I turned m y Page 42
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face to the side so the drops w ouldnµàİ t
be hitting m e full on. Iµàİ d thought the
w eather inside the cavern w ould stop



w ith M istralµàİ s orgasm . B ut though the
storm  had ended, there w as still a sky
above us.A  cloudy, rainy sky. It had not
rained underground in faerie for at least
four hundred years. W e had a sky and
rain, and w e w ere still underground. It
w as im possible, but the rain on m y face
w as w arm .A  spring rain, som ething
gentle, to coax the flow ers out. H e
raised him self up enough to pull him self
out of m y body and lie by m y side. I felt
m oisture on his face, and thought at first
that it w as rain. Then I realized it w as
tears. H ad the rain com e because he
cried, or did one thing have nothing to
do w ith the other? I did not know . I only
knew  that he cried, and I held out m y
arm s to him .



H e buried his face against m y breasts,
and w ept.

µàİ

C H A PTER  7

A B ELO EC , M ISTRA L, A N D  I G O T TO
O U R  FEET IN  TH E SO FT SPR IN G rain.
It took m e a m om ent to realize that there
w as light now . N ot the colored shine of
m agic but a dim , pale light, as if there
w ere a m oon som ew here up near the
stone roof of the cavern. I couldnµàİ t
see the ceiling anym ore. It w as lost in a
soft m ist of clouds w here the stone had
been.

µàİ Sky,µàİ  som eone w hispered,



µàİ thereµàİ s sky above us.µàİ

I turned to look at the other m en w ho had
been held outside the glow ing circle of
A beloecµàİ s m agic. I turned to find out
w ho had spoken, but the m om ent I saw
the others, I didnµàİ t care. I didnµàİ t
even care that it w as raining, or that
there w as sky, or som e phantom  m oon.
A ll I could think w as that w e w ere
m issing people: a lot of people.

Frost and R hys w ere w hite shadow s in
the dim ness, and D oyle a darker
presence by their side. µàİ D oyle, w here
are the others?µàİ

It w as R hys w ho answ ered. µàİ The
garden took them .µàİ



µàİ W hat does that m ean?µàİ  I asked. I
took a step tow ard them , but M istral
held m e back. µàİ U ntil w e find out w hat
is happening, w e cannot risk you,
Princess.µàİ

µàİ H e is right,µàİ  D oyle said. H e
w alked tow ard us, gliding graceful and
nude, but there w as som ething in the w ay
he m oved that said the fight w asnµàİ t
over. H e m oved as if he expected the
ground itself to open up and attack. Just
w atching him  m ove like that scared m e.
Som ething w as horribly w rong. µàİ Stay
w ith M istral and A be. Frost w ith
M erry.R hys w ith m e.µàİ

I thought som eone w ould argue w ith him ,
but they didnµàİ t. They follow ed him  as



they had follow ed him  for a thousand
years. M y pulse w as thudding in m y
throat, and I didnµàİ t understand w hat
w as happening, but I w as alm ost certain
in that m om ent that the m en w ould never
obey m e as they obeyed him . I
understood, as he stalked over the
softening groundµàİ w ith R hys like a
sm all, pale shadow  at his sideµàİ w hy
m y aunt A ndais had never m ade love to
D oyle.N ever given him  a chance to fill
her belly w ith child. She did not share
pow er, and D oyle w as a m an w hom
other m en follow ed. H e had the stuff of
kings in him . I had know n that, but I
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hadnµàİ t been certain until this second
that the other m en knew  it, too. M aybe
not in the front of their heads, but in the
very bones of their bodies, they
understood w hat he w as, w hat he could
be. H e and R hys m oved tow ard a fringe
of tall trees, their branches stark and
dead against the soft, rainy tw ilight.
D oyle w as looking up into the trees, as if
he saw  som ething in the em pty branches.
µàİ W hat is that?µàİ  M istral asked.

µàİ I donµàİ t seeµàİ ,µàİ  A be began;
then I heard his breath draw  in sharp.
µàİ W hat, w hat is it?µàİ  I asked.

µàİ A isling, I think,µàİ  Frost w hispered.



I glanced at Frost. I could rem em ber
som e of the other m en w ho had been
touching the trees. A dair, for exam ple,
had clim bed a tree. I rem em bered seeing
him  up in the branches in the m iddle of
all the sex and m agic. B ut I didnµàİ t
rem em ber seeing A isling after the m agic
hit us. µàİ I saw  A dair clim bing a tree,
but I donµàİ t rem em ber A isling,µàİ  I
said. µàİ H e vanished once w e entered
the garden,µàİ  Frost said.

µàİ I thought he had been left behind in
the room  w ith Barinthus and the
others,µàİ  I said. µàİ N o, he w as not left
behind,µàİ  M istral said.

µàİ I canµàİ t see w hat D oyle is looking
at.µàİ



µàİ You m ay not w ish to,µàİ  A be said.
µàİ I know  I donµàİ t.µàİ

µàİ D onµàİ t treat m e like a child. W hat
do you see? W hatµàİ s happened to
A isling?µàİ  I pulled aw ay from  M istral.
But he and A be w ere still betw een m e
and the line of trees. µàİ M ove aside,µàİ
I said. They glanced at each other, but
didnµàİ t m ove. They w ould not obey m e
as they obeyed D oyle. µàİ I am  Princess
M eredith N icEssus, w ielder of the hand
of flesh and blood. You are royal
guards, but not royal. D onµàİ t let the sex
go to your heads,
gentlem enµàİ m ove!µàİ

µàİ D o as she says,µàİ  Frost said.



They glanced at each other, but then
parted so I could see. U nlike Frost,
D oyle w ould have know n not to help m e,
because now  they w erenµàİ t obeying
m e. They w ere obeying Frost. B ut that
w as a problem  for another night. This
night, this night, I w anted to see w hat
everyone else had already seen. There
w as a pale shape hanging from  the tallest
branch of the tallest tree. I thought at first
that A isling w as hanging by his hands,
dangling from  the branch on purpose;
then I realized that his hands w ere by his
sides. H e w as dangling from  the branch,
yes, but not by his hands. The rain
started to fall harder. µàİ The
branchµàİ ,µàİ  I w hispered, µàİ itµàİ s
pierced his chest.µàİ



µàİ Y es,µàİ  M istral said.
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I sw allow ed hard enough that it hurt.
There w erenµàİ t m any things that could
bring death to the high court of faerie.
There w ere tales of the im m ortal sidhe
standing up after a beheading, still alive.
B ut there w ere no stories about living on
after your heart w as gone.

Som e of the other guards hadnµàİ t
w anted A isling to sleep in the bedroom
w ith us, feeling he w as too dangerous.
To look upon his face had once been to



fall instantly, hopelessly in love w ith
him . Even goddesses and som e gods had
fallen to his pow er, once, or so the old
stories said. So he had voluntarily kept
m ost of his clothes on, including the
gauzy veil that he w ore w rapped around
his face. O nly his eyes w ere left bare.
H e w as a m an so beautiful that all w ho
saw him , loved him . I had ordered him  to
use that pow er on one of our enem ies.
She had tried to kill G alen, and alm ost
succeeded. B ut I hadnµàİ t understood
w hat I asked of him , or w hat I
condem ned her to see. She had given us
inform ation, but she had also claw ed out
her ow n eyes so she w ould no longer be
under his pow er.



H e had been afraid to even take off his
shirt in front ofm e, for fear that I w as too
m ortal to look upon his flesh, let alone
his face. I hadnµàİ t been bespelled, but
staring at the pale form , hanging lifeless,
lost to tw ilight and rain, I rem em bered
him . I rem em bered his skin, golden,
golden as if som eone had shaken gold
dust across his pale, perfect body. H e
had sparkled in the light, not just w ith
m agic, but the w ay a jew el catches the
light. H e had glittered w ith the beauty of
w hat he w as. N ow  he hung in the rain,
dead or dying. A nd I had no idea w hy.
µàİ

C H A PTER  8

TH E G RO U N D  W A S SO FT U N D ER



O U R  FEET A S W E W A LK ED tow ard
A islingµàİ s body. The sharp, dry
vegetation had m elted into the softening
earth. M uch m ore of this dow npour and
it w ould be m ud. I had to shield m y eyes
w ith m y hand to gaze up at the body in
the tree. B ody, just a body.I w as already
distancing m yself from  him . A lready I
w as m aking that m ental sw itch that had
allow ed m e to w ork m urder cases inLos
A ngeles .B ody,it, nothe, and absolutely
not A isling.Theit hung there, w ith a
black branch thicker than m y arm
sticking out through the chest. There had
to be tw o feet w orth of branch on this
side of the body. Such force it w ould
have taken to pierce the chest of any m an
like that, a w arrior of theU nseelie C ourt



. A  nearly im m ortal being, once
w orshipped as a god. Such beings do not
die easily. H e hadnµàİ t even cried
outµàİ orhad he? H ad he cried his death
on the air, and I been deaf to it? H ad m y
scream s of pleasure drow ned out his
cries of despair?

N o, no, I had to stop thinking like that, or
I w ould run scream ing. µàİ Is heµàİ ,µàİ
A be began.

N one of the m en answ ered him  or
finished his sentence. W e all stared up,
w ordless, as if by not saying it, w eµàİ d
keep it from  being true. H e hung so lim p,
like a broken puppet, but thick, and
m eaty, and m ore real than any doll. H e
w as utterly still and lim p in that heavy-



lim bed w ay that not even the deepest
sleep can duplicate.

I spoke into that rain-soaked
silence.µàİ D ead.µàİ  A nd that one w ord
seem ed louder than it actually w as.
µàİ H ow ?W hy?µàİ  A be asked.

µàİ The how  is pretty apparent,µàİ  R hys
said. µàİ The w hy is am ystery. µàİ
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I looked aw ay from  w hat hung in the
tree, out into the tw ilight of the gardens.
I w asnµàİ t looking aw ay from  A isling,



but rather looking for the others. I tried
to ignore the tightness of m y throat, the
speeding of m y pulse. I tried not to finish
the thought that had m ade m e turn and
search the dim ness. W ere there other
m en dead, or dying, in the dim ness? W ho
else w as pierced through by som e
m agical tree?

There w as nothing to see but the dead
branches stretching naked tow ard the
cloudsµàİ none of the other trees held a
gruesom e trophy. The tightness in m y
chest eased w hen I w as sure that all the
trees w ere em pty except this one.

I barely knew  A isling. H e had never
been m y lover, and had only been one of
m y guards for a day. I w as sorry for the



loss of him , but there w ere others am ong
m y guards that I cared about m ore, and
they w ere still m issing. I w as happy they
w erenµàİ t decorating the trees, but that
left m e w ondering w hat else m ight have
becom e of them . W here w ere they?

D oyle spoke so close to m e that I
jum ped. µàİ I do not see any of the others
in the trees.µàİ

I shook m y head. µàİ N o, no.µàİ  I looked
for Frost. H e stood close, but notclose
enough to hold m e. I w anted to be
com forted by one of them , but it w as a
childµàİ s w ish. A  childµàİ s w ish for
lies in thedark, that the m onster isnµàİ t
under the bed. I had grow n up in a w orld



w here the m onsters w ere very real.
µàİ You w ere holding G alen, and N icca
w as w ith you,µàİ  I said. µàİ W hat
happened to them ?µàİ

Frost brushed his sodden hair from  his
face, the silver looking as grey as
M istralµàİ s in the dim  light. µàİ G alen
w as sw allow ed up by the ground.µàİ
H is eyes show ed pain. µàİ I could not
hold on to him . It w as as if som e great
force w renched him  aw ay.µàİ

I w as suddenly cold, and the w arm  rain
w asnµàİ t enough to keep it at bay. I
said, µàİ W hen A m atheon did the sam e
thing in m y vision, he w ent w illingly. H e
just sank into the m ud. There w as no
w renching force.µàİ



µàİ I can only report w hat happened,
Princess.µàİ  H is voice had gone sullen.
If he thought Iµàİ d criticized him , then
so be it; I didnµàİ t have tim e to hold his
hand.

µàİ That w as vision,µàİ  M istral said.
µàİ Som etim es on this side of the veil,
itµàİ s not so gentle.µàİ

µàİ W hatµàİ s not so gentle?µàİ  I asked.

µàİ B eing consum ed by your pow er,µàİ
he said.

I shook m y head, w iping im patiently at
the rain on m y face. I w as beginning to
be irritated. The m iracle of it raining in



the dead gardens w asnµàİ t enough to
calm  the cold fear. µàİ I w ish this rain
w ould let up,µàİ  I said w ithout thinking.
A ngry and afraid, and the rain w as
som ething I could be angry at w ithout
hurting its feelings.

The rain slackened. It w ent from  a
dow npour to a light drizzle. M y pulse
w as in m y throat again, but not for the
sam e reason. It w as a m iracle that there
w as rain here, and I hadnµàİ t m eant to
m ake it go aw ay. D oyle touched m y
m outh w ith a callused fingertip.
µàİ H ush, M eredithµàİ donot destroy the
blessing of this rain.µàİ

I nodded to let him  know  I understood.
H e took his finger aw ay, slow ly. µàİ I



forgot that the sithen listens to everything
I say.µàİ  I sw allow ed hard enough that
it hurt. µàİ I donµàİ t w ant the rain to
stop.µàİ

Page 46

Laurell K. Hamilton: Meredith Gentry
05 Mistral's Kiss

W e stood there, everyone tense, w aiting.
Yes, A isling w as dead, and m any m ore
m issing, but the dead gardens had been
the heart of our faerie m ound once, and
w ere m ore im portant than any one life.
They had been the heart of our pow er.
W hen this place had died, our pow er
had begun to die. I saw  w ith relief that
the w arm  spring drizzle kept falling.



Slow ly, w e all let out a breath. µàİ B e
careful w hat you say, Princess,µàİ
M istral w hispered.

I just nodded.

µàİ N icca stood up, staring at his
hands,µàİ  Frost said, as if Iµàİ d asked.
µàİ H e reached out to m e, but before I
could touch him  he vanished.µàİ

µàİ V anished how ?µàİ  A be asked.

µàİ Just vanished, as if he becam e
air.µàİ

µàİ H e w as taken by his sphere of
influence,µàİ  M istral said.



µàİ W hat does that m ean?µàİ  I asked.

µàİ A ir, earth.µàİ

I shook m y hands at him , as if w aving
aw ay sm oke betw een us. µàİ I donµàİ t
understand.µàİ

µàİ H aw thornew as engulfed by the trunk
of that tree over there,µàİ  R hys said. H e
pointed to a large greyish-barked tree.
µàİ H e didnµàİ t fight it. H e w ent
sm iling. Iµàİ d bet alm ost anything that if
w e could identity it, it w ould be a
haw thorn tree.µàİ

µàİ G alen and N icca did not go
sm iling,µàİ  Frost said.



µàİ They have never been w orshipped as
deities,µàİ  D oyle said, µàİ so they do
not know  to relax into the pow er. If you
fight it, it w ill fight back. If you let it
take you, then it ism ore gentle .µàİ

µàİ I know  that once upon a tim e, som e
of the sidhe could travel through ground,
trees,the air. But forgive m e,guys, that
w as a thousand years before I w as born.
A  thousand years before G alen w as
born. N icca is older, but he w as alw ays
too w eak to be a god.µàİ

µàİ That m ay have changed,µàİ  A be
said.

µàİ Just as A beµàİ s pow er returned,µàİ
D oyle said.



A be nodded. µàİ O nce, so long ago that I
donµàİ t w ant to rem em ber, I didnµàİ t
just m ake queens. I m ade goddesses.µàİ

µàİ W hat are you saying?µàİ  I asked.

H e brought the horn cup in front of him .
µàİ The G reeks believed in it, too,
Princess. That the drink of the gods
could m ake you im m ortal; could m ake
you a god.µàİ

µàİ B ut they didnµàİ t drink from  it.µàİ
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µàİ The drinking isµàİ µàİ  H e seem ed to
search for a w ord.µàİ µàİ m ore
m etaphorical, at tim es. It w as m y pow er,
and M edbµàİ s, that gave the gods and
goddesses of our pantheon their m arks of
pow er. The colored lines, Princess, they
paint the skin.µàİ

R hys looked dow n at his arm , w here
there had been that one faint fish. N ow
there w ere tw o, one sw im m ing dow n,
another sw im m ing upw ard. It form ed a
circle, like a fish version of yin and
yang. The blue lines w erenµàİ t faint
now µàİ they w ere bright, clear
blue,deeper than a sum m er sky.
R hysµàİ s curls had been plastered flat
by the rain, so the face he turned to us



seem ed startled and unfinished. µàİ You
bear both m arks now ,µàİ  D oyle said.
W ith his hair in a tight braid, he looked
as he alw ays looked. H e stood in the
m iddle of all the disarray like som e dark
rock I m ight cling to. R hys looked up at
him . µàİ It canµàİ t be that easy.µàİ

µàİ Try,µàİ  he said.

µàİ Try w hat?µàİ  I asked.

The m en w ere all exchanging som e
know ledge from  look to look. I didnµàİ t
understand. µàİ R hys w as a deity of
death,µàİ  Frost said.

µàİ I know  that; he w as C rom m
C ruach.µàİ



µàİ D onµàİ t you rem em ber the story he
told you?µàİ  D oyle asked. In that
m om ent I couldnµàİ t rem em ber. A ll I
could think w as that G alen and N icca
m ight be dead, or hurting, and it w as
som ehow  m y fault.

µàİ O nce I brought m ore than just death,
M erry,µàİ  R hys said, still gazing dow n
at his arm  w ith its new  m ark. M y m ind
started w orking finally. µàİ C eltic death
deities are also healing deities,
according to legend,µàİ  I said.

µàİ A ccording to legend,µàİ  R hys said.
H e gazed up at A isling.

µàİ Try,µàİ  D oyle said to R hys, again.



I looked at R hys. µàİ A re you saying you
can bring him  back from  the dead?µàİ

µàİ The last tim e I had both sym bols on
m y arm , I could.µàİ  H e looked at m e,
and there w as such pain on his face. I
rem em bered w hat he had told m e now .
O nce his follow ers had w orshipped him
by cutting and hurting them selves,
sacrificing their blood and pain, but he
had been able to heal them . Then he lost
the ability to heal, and his follow ers
thought he w as displeased. They decided
he w anted the deaths of others, and they
began the sacrifices. H e had slaughtered
them  all to stop the atrocities. Slainhis
ow n people to save the rest. H e had
never lost the ability to kill sm all



creatures w ith a touch. InLos A ngeles
heµàİ d recovered the ability to kill other
faerie creatures w ith a touch and a w ord.
H eµàİ d killed a goblin that w ay, at
least. R hys gazed up at A islingµàİ s still
form . µàİ Iµàİ ll try.µàİ  H e handed his
w eapons to D oyle and Frost,then Page
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touched the tree. H e seem ed to w ait a
m om ent, to see w hat the tree w ould do.
For the first tim e I realized that he w as
w ondering if the tree w ould kill him ,
tooµàİ that hadnµàİ t occurred to m e.
µàİ Is it safe for Rhys to do this?µàİ  I



asked.

R hys looked back at m e. H e grinned.
µàİ If I w ere taller, I w ouldnµàİ t have to
clim b.µàİ

µàİ I m ean it, R hys. I donµàİ t w ant to
trade you for A isling. A nd I really
donµàİ t w ant tw o of you hanging up
there.µàİ

µàİ If I really thought you loved m e, I
m ight not chance it.µàİ

µàİ R hysµàİ µàİ

µàİ Itµàİ s all right, M erry, I know  w here
I stand.µàİ  H e turned to the tree and
started clim bing. D oyle touched m y



shoulder. µàİ You cannot love us all
equally. There is no dishonor in that.µàİ

I nodded, and believed him , but it still
hurt m y heart.

R hys looked like som e w hite phantom
against the blackness of the tree. H e w as
right underneath w here A isling hung. H e
w as just about to reach out tow ard him
w hen m agic craw led across m y skin,
stopped m y breath in m y throat.

D oyle felt it, too, and yelled, µàİ W ait!
D onµàİ t touch him !µàİ

R hys started clim bing back dow n the
tree, sliding on the rain-slicked bark.
µàİ R hys!H urry!µàİ  I scream ed.



The air around A islingµàİ s body
shim m ered, like a heat haze,then
exploded. N ot in a rain of flesh and
blood and bone, but in a cloud of
birds.Tiny birds, sm aller, m ore delicate
than sparrow s. D ozens of songbirds flew
over our heads. W e all fell to the
ground, guarding our heads. Frost put his
body over m ine, protecting m e from  the
fluttering, tw ittering m ob. The birds
looked charm ing, but looks can be
deceiving. W hen Frostraised up enough
for m e to see clearly again, the birds had
vanished into the dim ness of the trees. I
stretched upw ard, trying to see. µàİ Is the
cavern w all farther aw ay than it
w as?µàİ  I asked. µàİ Yes,µàİ  D oyle
said.



µàİ The forest stretches for m iles
now ,µàİ  M istral said, and his voice held
aw e. µàİ They call it the dead gardens,
not the dead forest,µàİ  I said. µàİ It w as
both once,µàİ  D oyle said, softly.

R hys explained, µàİ This w as a w orld at
one tim e, M erry, a w hole underground
w orld. There w ere forests and stream s,
and lakes, and w onders to behold. B ut it
w hittled dow n, as our pow er w as
w hittled aw ay. U ntil, at the end, it w as
just w hat you saw  w hen w e enteredµàİ a
bare patch w here a flow er garden once
grew , surrounded by a fringe of dead
trees.µàİ  H e m otioned tow ard the
spreading trees. µàİ The last tim e I saw
anything like this inside any faerie



m ound w as centuries ago.µàİ
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A be hugged m e from  behind. It startled
m e, and I tensed. H e started to pull aw ay
from  m e, but I patted his arm  and said,
µàİ Y ou startled m e,thatµàİ s all.µàİ

H e hesitated,then hugged m e close.
µàİ Y ouµàİ ve done this, Princess.µàİ

I turned enough to see his face. H e w as
sm iling. µàİ I think you helped, too,µàİ  I
said. µàİ A nd M istral,µàİ  D oyle added.
H is deep voice tried for neutral and



alm ost m ade it, as m uch as it hurt him  to
say those w ords. H eµàİ d been
convinced that the queenµàİ s ring,
w hich now  sat on m y hand, had chosen
M istral for m y king. O nly later had I
been able to convince him  it w asnµàİ t
so m uch M istral as the fact that he w as
sim ply the first sex Iµàİ d had inside
faerie w hile w earing the ring. D oyle had
accepted that, but now  he seem ed to be
w ondering again.

µàİ D oyle,µàİ  I said.

H e shook his head at m e. µàİ For
m iracles such as this, w hat is one
personµàİ s happiness, Princess?µàİ

Iµàİ d alm ost broken him  of calling m e



princess. I had finally been M eredith, or
M erry, to him , but no longer, apparently.
I touched his arm . H e pulled aw ay from
m y touch, gently but firm ly. µàİ You give
up too easily, m y friend,µàİ  Frost said.

µàİ There is sky above us, Frost.µàİ
D oyle m otioned outw ard w ith the gun in
his hand. µàİ There is forest to w alk
through.µàİ  H e raised his face upw ard,
and let the w arm  rain fall on his closed
eyes. µàİ It rains inside the sithen once
m ore.µàİ  D oyle opened his eyes and
looked at Frost, grabbing his arm , dark
against light. µàİ H ow  clear do you need
your m essages to be, Frost? It seem s that
M istral did this.µàİ

µàİ I w ill not give up m y hope,



D arkness. I w ill not lose it, w hen it is so
freshly w on. Y ou should not, either.µàİ

µàİ Iµàİ ve m issed som ething,µàİ  R hys
said.

D oyle shook his head. µàİ You have
m issed nothing.µàİ

µàİ N ow , thatµàİ s too close to a lie, and
w e never lie,µàİ  said R hys. µàİ I w ill
not discuss this w ith you, here,µàİ
D oyle said. H e looked past R hys to
M istralµàİ s tall figure. It w as a sm all
look, but enough to tell m e of his
jealousy.

µàİ Look to your ow n pow er,
D arkness,µàİ  A be said.



µàİ Enough,µàİ  said D oyle. µàİ W e m ust
tell the queen w hat has happened.µàİ

µàİ Look at your chest, D arkness,µàİ
A be said.

D oyle frow ned at him ,then looked dow n.
M y gaze follow ed his. It w as hard to see
against the black of his skin, and in the
uncertain light, butµàİ µàİ There are lines
on your skin, red lines.µàİ  I m oved
closer, trying to decipher w hat A beµàİ s
pow er had draw n on D oyleµàİ s skin.

I started to reach out, to trace the lines
on his chest. D oyle m oved out of reach.
µàİ I cannot bear m uch m ore, Page 50
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Princess.µàİ

µàİ Your body is painted w ith your
sym bol again,µàİ  A be said. µàİ It is not
just M istral w ho is returning.µàİ

µàİ B ut itis he w ho is returning faerie to
itself,µàİ  D oyle said. µàİ A nd I w as
ready to stand in the w ay of it, for m y
heart w ould not let m e lose this fight.
B ut that w as before this w onder of the
dead gardens com e back to life, and m y
sign of pow er returning. I have served
this court century after century as w e lost
all that w e w ere. H ow  could I do less
than serve the court as w e begin to w in
back w hat w as lost? Either m y oath to



serve m eans som ething, or it never
m eant anything at all. Either I can do this
for the good of our people, or I have
never been the Q ueenµàİ s D arkness. I
either do this, or I am  nothing, do you not
see that?µàİ

A be w ent to him , touched his arm . µàİ I
hear you, so honorable D arkness, but I
tell you that this pow er is a generous
thing. G oddess is a generous G oddess.
G od is a generous G od. They do not give
w ith one hand and take w ith the other.
They are not so cruel.µàİ

µàİ I have found their service m ost
cruel.µàİ

µàİ N ay, you have found A ndaisµàİ s



service cruel,µàİ  A besaid, voice soft. A
bird tw ittered out in the tw ilight
w oodsµàİ a sound of settling in for the
night, sleepy and questioning. A  voice
cam e out of the dim ness: µàİ I thought
you a drunken fool, A beloec, but now  I
realize that it w asnµàİ t the drink m aking
you so. Itµàİ s sim ply your natural
state.µàİ

W e all w hirled tow ard the voice. Q ueen
A ndais stepped from  the far w all, w here
she had em erged earlier. W e had been
m ore than careless not to realize she
m ight com e back. A be dropped to one
knee in the m ud. µàİ I m eant no offense,
m y queen.µàİ

µàİ Yes, you did.µàİ  She w alked only a



little w ay tow ard us,then stopped,
grim acing. µàİ I am  happy to see the rain
and clouds, but the m ud, I could have
done w ithout.µàİ

µàİ W e are sorry that you are displeased,
m y queen,µàİ  M istral said. µàİ The
apology w ould sound better if you w ere
on your knees,µàİ  she said. M istral
dropped to his knees in the m ud beside
A be. Their hair w as too long, w et and
heavy; it trailed into the m ud. I didnµàİ t
like seeing them  like that. It m ade m e
afraid for them . She w aded through the
now  ankle-deep m ud until she could
have touched them , but she w alked past.
Instead, she reached out to trace her
fingers across D oyleµàİ s chest.



µàİ Puppy dogs,µàİ  she said, sm iling.
D oyle stood im passive under the caress
of her hand, though A ndais had m ade a
torture of caresses. She w ould tease and
torm ent, then deny them  release.
Sheµàİ d m ade a gam e of it for centuries.
She touched Frostµàİ s arm . µàİ Your
tree is dark against your skin now .µàİ
She m oved to Rhys, touching the dual
fish. She m oved to m e, and I fought not
to cringe aw ay from  her. She put her
hand on m y stom ach w here the exact
im print of a m oth stood, like the
w orldµàİ s m ost perfect tattoo. µàİ A
few  hours ago this m oth fluttered,
struggling to escape your skin.µàİ

I looked dow n at w here she touched,



hoping she w ouldnµàİ t go low er. She
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touch m y intim ate parts because she
knew  I loathed her. Sex and hatred
alw ays m ixed w ell for m y aunt. µàİ M y
guards told m e that it w ould becom e like
a tattoo.µàİ

µàİ D id they tell you w hat it w as?µàİ

µàİ A  m ark of pow er.µàİ

She shook her head. µàİ The others have
the outline of a creature, or an im age, but
your m oth looks real. It is m ore like a



photograph im printed on your skin. That
is not som ething that A beloecµàİ s m agic
can give you. Thisµàİ µàİ she pressed
hard against m y stom achµàİ µàİ m eans
you can m ark others. It m eans that those
you m ark are lesser pow ers flocking to
the w arm th of your fire.µàİ  She curled
her arm  around m y w aist, and pressed
m y body against the black robe of hers.
She w hispered against m y ear, µàİ The
m en donµàİ t like this, no, they donµàİ t.
They donµàİ t like m e touching you, not
oneµàİ µàİ  she licked the edge of m y
ear, µàİ littleµàİ µàİ  she licked dow n the
curve of m y neck, µàİ bit.µàİ  She bit m e,
hard and sudden, not to draw  blood, but
to m ake m e jerk.



She drew  her head up and said quietly,
µàİ I thought you liked pain,
M eredith.µàİ

µàİ N ot straight out of the box, no.µàİ

µàİ Thatµàİ s not w hat I heard.µàİ  She
let m e go and w alked around the group
of us. µàİ W here are all the other m en
w ho vanished from  the bedroom  w ith
you?µàİ

µàİ The garden has taken them ,µàİ  D oyle
said.

µàİ Taken them , how ?µàİ

µàİ Taken them  into tree and flow er and
ground,µàİ  he said, not m eeting her



eyes. µàİ A s A m atheon rose from  the
dirt, w ill they return to us, or w as their
death the price for this m iracle?µàİ

She w hispered it, but her voice seem ed
to echo.

µàİ W e donµàİ t know ,µàİ  D oyle said.

A bird began to sing again. A  high,
trilling cascade of m usic fell from  the
sky, dancing over us. A nd as if sound
could be touch, it w rapped us around in
som ething beautiful, som ething just out
of sight. It seem ed a rem inder that the
daw n w ould com e and death w ould not
be forever. It w as the sound of hope that
com es each spring to let you know  that
w inter w ill not last, and the land is not



dead. I could not help but sm ile. M istral
and A be raised their faces upw ard, as if
turning gratefully into a spill of w arm
sunshine.

A ndais began to back aw ay as the last
sw eet note fell upon the air. She backed
tow ard the part of the w all that still held
darkness, as if the m agicµàİ s return
could not touch it. µàİ You w ill m ake of
theU nseelie C ourt a pale im itation of the
golden court that your uncle rules,
M eredith. You w ill fill the darkness that
is our purpose w ith light and m usic, and
w e w ill die as a people.µàİ

µàİ O nce there w ere m any courts,µàİ
A beloec said, µàİ som e dark, som e light,
but all faerie. W e did not divide



ourselves into good and bad as the
C hristians do for their religion. W e w ere
everything at once, as w e w ere m eant to
be.µàİ
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A ndais did not bother to respond.
Instead she sim ply said, µàİ You have
brought life to the dead gardens. I w ill
not try to pixie on m y prom ise. C om e to
the H allw ay of M ortality and save
N erysµàİ s people if you can. B ring that
bright Seelie m agic into the other heart
of theU nseelie C ourt and see how  long it
survives.µàİ  W ith that she w as gone.



W e w aited for a few  heartbeats; then
M istral and A be stood, m ud coating their
low er legs. N o voice from  the dark told
them  to get back on their knees. I let out
a breath I hadnµàİ t realized I w as
holding. µàİ W hat did she m ean w hen
she said that our court has tw o
hearts?µàİ  I asked. A be answ ered,
µàİ O nce every faerie m ound had a
garden or forest or lake at its heart. But
every court also had another heart of
pow erµàİ one that w ould reflect the kind
of m agic the court specialized in.µàİ

µàİ You have brought one heart back to
life,µàİ  M istral said, µàİ but I am  not
certain it is w ise to reaw aken the



other.µàİ

µàİ The hallw ay is a torture cham ber,
w here m ost m agic does not w ork. Itµàİ s
a null place,µàİ  I said. µàİ B ut once,
M eredith, it w as m ore.µàİ

I looked at the m en.µàİ M ore how ?µàİ

µàİ Things that w ere older than faerie,
older than us, w ere im prisoned there.
R em nants of pow er from  the peoples w e
had defeated.µàİ

µàİ Iµàİ m  not sure I understand,
M istral.µàİ

H e looked at D oyle. µàİ H elp m e explain
this.µàİ



µàİ O nce there w ere creatures in the
H allw ay of M ortality that could bring
true death to even the sidhe. They w ere
kept there to serve as m ethods of
execution, or torture, or sim ply the threat
of those things. The queen did not care
for them  because, as you w ell know , she
likes to do her ow n torturing. W atching
som e other being tear us lim b from  lim b
w as not halfso am using to her as doing it
herself.µàİ

µàİ A nd w e healed better if she did
it,µàİ  R hys said.

D oyle nodded. µàİ Y es, she could torture
us longer and m ore often if the things did
not help.µàİ



µàİ W hat kind of things?µàİ  I asked. I
didnµàİ t like how  serious theyµàİ d
gotten. µàİ Terrible things.A  glim pse of
them  w ould drive a m ortal m ad,µàİ  he
said. µàİ H ow  long ago did these things
vanish from  the sithen?µàİ

µàİ A  thousand years, m aybe m ore,µàİ
he said.

µàİ The forests havenµàİ t been goneso
long as that,µàİ  I said.

µàİ N o, not quite that long.µàİ
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µàİ W hy are you all so w orried?µàİ

µàİ B ecause if you, or the G oddessµàİ s
pow er through you, can bring this
about,µàİ  A be said, m otioning at the
ever-expanding forest, µàİ then w e m ust
prepare for the fact that the second heart
of our court can com e back to full life,
as w ell.µàİ

µàİ Perhaps M erry is too Seelie to bring
back such horrors?µàİ  M istral said,
alm ost hopefully. µàİ H er tw o hands of
pow er are flesh and blood,µàİ  D oyle
said. µàİ Those are not Seelie
m agicks.µàİ

µàİ I cam e to the princess for aid for
N erysµàİ s people, but I w ould not risk



her now , not for a house full of
traitors,µàİ  said M istral.

µàİ If w e save them , they w onµàİ t be
traitors,µàİ  I said.

µàİ They still believe that your m ortality
is contagious,µàİ  R hys said. µàİ They
still think that if you sit on the throne, w e
w ill all begin to age and die.µàİ

µàİ D o you think that N erysµàİ s court
still has enoughhonor to realize that
Iµàİ m  trying to ensure that their
rulersµàİ  sacrifice w asnµàİ t for
nothing? N erys gave her life so her
house w ould not die, and I w ant that to
m ean som ething.µàİ



The m en seem ed to think about it for a
m om ent. Finally D oyle said, µàİ They
have honor, but I do not know  if they
have gratitude.µàİ

µàİ

C H A PTER  9

µàİ D EITY  M A G IC  B R O U G H T U S
H ER E,µàİ R H Y S SA ID , µàİ B U T H O W
D O  W Egetout? Thereµàİ s no door
anym ore to the dead gardens.µàİ

µàİ M eredith,µàİ  Frost said.

I looked at him .

µàİ A sk the sithen to give us a door



leading out of here.µàİ

µàİ D o you think it w ill be that easy?µàİ
R hys said.

µàİ If the sithen w ishes M erry to save
N erysµàİ s people, yes,µàİ  said Frost.
µàİ A nd if it doesnµàİ t w ish them saved,
or if it doesnµàİ t care?µàİ

Frost shrugged. µàİ If you have a better
suggestion, I am  listening.µàİ

R hys spread his hands as if to sayno.

I looked out at the dark w all and said,
µàİ I need a door that leads out of
here.µàİ



The darkness grew  less, and a doorµàİ a
large golden doorµàİ appeared in the
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you, but som e of the older m agicks
donµàİ t like to be thankedµàİ they take
insult from  it. I sw allow ed, and
w hispered, µàİ Itµàİ s a lovely door.µàİ

C arving appeared around the door
fram e, vines draw n through the w ood as
if by an invisible finger. µàİ Thatµàİ s
new ,µàİ  R hys w hispered.

µàİ Let us go through, before it decides
to vanish,µàİ  Frost said. H e w as right.



H e w as m ost certainly right. B ut
strangely, none of us w anted to pass
through the door until the invisible finger
had finished draw ing its vines. O nly
w hen the w ood had stopped m oving did
D oyle touch the golden handle, and turn
it. H e led the w ay into a hallw ay that
w as alm ost as black as his ow n skin. If
he stood still, heµàİ d blend into the
background.

R hys touched the w all. µàİ W e
havenµàİ t had a black corridor like this
in the sithen for years.µàİ

µàİ Itµàİ s m ade of the sam e rock as the
queenµàİ s cham ber,µàİ  I w hispered.
Iµàİ d had so m any bad experiences in
the queenµàİ s shiny black-w alled room



that seeing the sithen turn black like that
room  frightened m e.

M istral w as the last one through the
door. W hen he stepped through, the door
vanished, leaving a sm ooth black w all,
untouched and unyielding.

µàİ The hallw ay w here M istral and
M erry had sex is turning to w hite
m arble,µàİ  Frost said. µàİ W hat caused
this corridor to change to black?µàİ

µàİ I do not know ,µàİ  D oyle said. H e
w as looking up and dow n the black
hallw ay. µàİ It has changed too m uch. I
do not know  w here w e are in the
sithen.µàİ



µàİ Look at this,µàİ  Frost said. H e w as
staring up at the w all across from  us.
D oyle m oved to stand beside him ,
staring at w hat, to m e, looked like blank
w all. D oyle m ade a harsh, hissing sound.
µàİ M eredith, call the door back.µàİ

µàİ W hy?µàİ

µàİ Just do it.µàİ  H is voice w as quiet,
but it vibrated w ith urgency, as if he
w ere forcing him self to w hisper w hen
w hat he w anted to do w as scream .

I didnµàİ t argue w ith that tone in his
voice. I called out, µàİ I w ould like a
door back into the dead gardens.µàİ

The door appeared again, all gold and



pale w ood, and carved vines. D oyle
m otioned M istral to take the lead.
M istral reached for the golden handle, a
naked sw ord in his other hand. W hat
w as happening? W hy w ere they
frightened? W hat had I m issed?

M istral w ent through w ith A be behind
him , m e in the m iddle, and R hys and
D oyle follow ing. Frost cam e last. B ut
before I passed thorugh the doorw ay,
A be stopped, and M istralµàİ s voice
cam e urgent from  inside the dead
gardens, µàİ B ack, go back!µàİ

D oyle said, µàİ W e cannot stay here in
the black hallw ay.µàİ  R hys w as pressed
against m y back, A be pressed against m y
front. W e w ere frozen betw een the tw o



captains of the guards, each trying to get
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opposite direction.

µàİ W e cannot have tw o captains,
M istral,µàİ  Frost said. µàİ W ithout a
single leader w e are indecisive and
endangered.µàİ

µàİ W hat is w rong?µàİ  I asked.

There w as a sound from  dow n the
hallw ayµàİ a heavy, slithering sound that
froze m y heart in m y chest. I w as afraid I
recognized it. N o, I had to be w rong.



Then a second sound cam e: a high
chittering soundµàİ one that could be
m istaken for birds, but w asnµàİ t.

µàİ O h, G oddess,µàİ  I w hispered.

µàİ Forw ard, M istral, now , or w e are
lost,µàİ  D oyle said.

µàİ It is not our garden beyond the
door,µàİ  M istral said.

The high-pitched bird-like sounds w ere
com ing closer, outpacing the heavy
slithering w eight. The sluagh, the
nightm ares of theU nseelie C ourt and a
kingdom  in their ow n right, m oved fast
but the nightflyers alw ays m oved faster
than the rest of the sluagh. W e w ere



inside the sluaghµàİ s hollow  hill;
som ehow  w e had crossed to their sithen.
If they found us hereµàİ w e m ight
survive, or not. µàİ D o sluagh w ait on
the other side of the door?µàİ  D oyle
asked M istral urgently. µàİ N o,µàİ
M istral called back.

µàİ Then go, now !µàİ  D oyle ordered.

A be stum bled forw ard as if M istral had
m oved suddenly out of the w ay. W e
cam e through the door in a rush w ith
D oyle pushing from  behind. H e w as like
som e kind of elem ental force at our
backs. It put us in a heap on the ground. I
couldnµàİ t see anything but w hite flesh,
and I felt the m uscled w eight of them  all
around m e. µàİ W here are w e?µàİ  Frost



asked.

R hys m oved, draw ing m e to m y feet w ith
him . D oyle, M istral, and Frost w ere all
on alert, w eapons out, searching for
som ething to fight. The door had
vanished, leaving us on the shore of a
dark lake. Lakem ay have been too strong
a w ord. The depression w as dry except
for a slim y skim  of w ater at the very
bottom . B ones littered the floor of the
dying lake, and the shore w here w e
stood. The bones shone dully in the dim
light that fell from  the stone ceiling, as if
the m oon had been rubbed into the rock.
A ll around the shore, the stone w alls of
the cavern rose steeply up into the
gloom , surrounded only by a narrow



ledge before a steep drop-off into the
lake bed.

µàİ C all the door again, M eredith,µàİ
D oyle said, his dark face still searching
the dead land. µàİ Yes, and be m ore
specific about our destination this
tim e,µàİ  M istral said. A be w as still on
the ground. I heard a sharp intake of
breath, and glanced over at him . H is
hand w as black and shiny in the dim
light. µàİ W hat are these bones that they
could cut sidhe flesh?µàİ

D oyle answ ered him . µàİ They are the
bones of the m ost m agical of the sluagh.
Things so fantastical that w hen Page 56
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the sluagh began to fade in pow er, there
w as not enough m agic to sustain their
lives.µàİ

I clung to Rhys and w hispered,
µàİ W eµàİ re in the sluaghµàİ s dead
gardens.µàİ

µàİ Yes. C all the door, now .µàİ  D oyle
glanced at m e, then back to the dim
landscape. R hys had one arm  around m e,
the other hand full of his gun. µàİ D o it,
M erry.µàİ

µàİ I need a door to the U nseelie
sithen.µàİ  O n the far side of the dead
lake, the door appeared. µàİ W ell,



thatµàİ s inconvenient,µàİ  R hys
w hispered w ryly, but he tucked m e
closer against his body. µàİ There is
room  to w alk the edge, if w e are
careful,µàİ  M istral said. µàİ W e can
m ake our w ay betw een the cavern w alls
and the lake bed, if w e pick our w ay
carefully around the bones.µàİ

µàİ B e very careful,µàİ  A be said. H e
w as on his feet now , but his left hand
and arm  w ere coated w ith blood. H e
still held the horn cup in his right hand,
though nothing elseµàİ heµàİ d left all his
w eapons behind in the bedroom . M istral
had dressed and rearm ed. Frost w as as
arm ed as he had begun the night. D oyle
had only w hat he had been able to



grabµàİ no clothes lim ited how  m uch you
could carry. µàİ Frost, bind
A beloecµàİ s w ound,µàİ  said D oyle.
µàİ Then w e w ill start for the door.µàİ

µàİ It is not that bad, D arkness,µàİ  A be
said.

µàİ This is a place of pow er for the
sluagh, not for us,µàİ  D oyle said. µàİ I
w ould not take the chance that you bleed
to death for w ant of a bandage.µàİ

Frost didnµàİ t argue, but w ent to the
other m an w ith a strip of cloth torn from
his ow n shirt. H e began to bind A beµàİ s
hand.

µàİ W hy does everything hurt m ore



sober?µàİ  A be asked.

µàİ Things feel better sober, too,µàİ
R hys said.

I looked up at him . µàİ You say that like
you know  that for certain. Iµàİ ve never
seen you drunk.µàİ

µàİ I spent m ost of the fifteen hundreds
as drunk as m y constitution w ould let m e
get. Youµàİ ve seen A be w orking hard at
itµàİ w e donµàİ t stay drunk longµàİ but I
tried.G oddess know s, I tried.µàİ

µàİ W hy then?W hy that century?µàİ

µàİ W hy not?µàİ  he asked, m aking a
joke of it, but that w as w hat R hys did



w hen he w as hiding som ething.
Frostµàİ s arrogance, D oyleµàİ s
blankness, R hysµàİ s hum or: different
w ays to hide. µàİ H is w ound w ill need a
healer,µàİ  Frost said, µàİ but I have
done w hat I can.µàİ

µàİ Very w ell,µàİ  said D oyle, and he
began to lead the w ay around the edge of
the lake, tow ard the soft, gold shine of
the door that had com e because I called
it. W hy had it appeared all the w ay
across the lake? W hy not beside us, like
the last tw o tim es? B ut then, w hy had it
com e at all? W hy w as the sluaghµàİ s
sithen, as w ell as the U nseelie sithen,
obeying m y w ishes?
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The shore w as so narrow  that D oyle had
to put his back to the w all and edge
along, for his shoulders w ere too broad.
I actually fit better on the narrow  path
than the m en, but even I had to press m y
naked back to the sm ooth cave w all. The
stones w erenµàİ t cold as they w ould
have been in an ordinary cave, but
strangely w arm . The lip of shore w e
inched across w as m eant for sm aller
things to travel, or perhaps not m eant to
be w alked at all. The skeletons littering
the shore w ere those of things that w ould
have sw um , or craw led, but nothing that



w alked upright. The bones looked like
the jum bled-together rem ains of fish,
snakes, and things that norm ally didnµàİ t
have skeletons in the oceans of m ortal
earth.Things that looked like squid,
except that squid did not have internal
skeletons.

W e w ere halfw ay around that narrow ,
bone-studded shore w hen the air
w avered on its far side next to the door.
For a m om ent the air sw am , and then
Sholto, K ing of the Sluagh, Lord of That
W hich Passes B etw een, w as standing
there.

µàİ

C H A PTER  10



SH O LTO  W A S TA LL, M U SC LED ,
H A N D SO M E, A N D  LO O K ED
EV ERY bit a highborn sidhe of theSeelie
C ourt . H is long hair w as even a pale
yellow , like w inter sunshine w ith an
edge of snow  to it. H is arm  w as in a
sling, and as he turned his head to the
light, a faint darknessµàİ like a stain of
bruisesµàİ touched his face. K itto had
said Sholtoµàİ s ow n court had attacked
him . They w ere afraid that bedding m e
w ould m ake Sholto com pletely sidhe
and no longer sluagh enough to be their
king. Four robed figures stood behind
him . They fanned out, som e tow ard the
golden door, som e tow ard us. D oyle
said, µàİ K ing Sholto, w e are not here of
our ow n choice. W e ask forgiveness for



entering your kingdom  uninvited.µàİ

I w ould have dropped to m y knees, if
there had been room , but the crum bling
edge of black earth w as only inches from
m y feet, and m y back w as plastered
against the stone w all. There w as no
room  for niceties on this path. There w as
also precious little room  for the guards
to fightµàİ if they attacked us now , w e
w ere going to lose.

A blade glim m ered from  the edge of one
of the shorter cloaked guards as he
spoke. µàİ You are nude and nearly
w eaponless: O nly som ething desperate
w ould bring you here like this, w ith the
princess in tow .µàİ



µàİ It is the beginning of their
invasion,µàİ cam e a fem ale voice from
one of the tallest guards. I knew  that
voice. It w as B lack A gnes, Sholtoµàİ s
chief bodyguard, and chief am ong his
lovers at this court. She had tried to kill
m e once before for jealousyµàİ s sake.

Sholto turned enough to look at her. The
m ovem ent revealed that w ide, pale
bandages w ere all he w as w earing on
his upper body. W hatever they covered
m ust have been a terrible w ound.
µàİ Enough, A gnes, enough!µàİ Sholto
silenced her, rum bling echoes around the
cavern. The black-robed figure of A gnes
that loom ed over him  glanced at m e. I
had a m om ent to see the gleam  of her



eyes in the dark ugliness of her face. The
night-hags w ere ugly; it w as part of w hat
they w ere. O ne of the shorter, robed
guards leaned into Sholto, as if
w hispering, but the echoes that hissed
along the cave w alls w ere not hum an
speech. The high-pitched tittering of a
nightflyer w as com ing from  the hum an-
size figureµàİ though it couldnµàİ t be a
nightflyer, for it w alked upright. Page 58
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Sholto turned back to us. µàİ A re you
saying that your queen sent you here?µàİ

µàİ N o,µàİ  D oyle said.



µàİ Princess M eredith,µàİ  Sholto called,
µàİ w e are w ithin our rights to slay your
guards and keep you here until your aunt
ransom s you back. D arkness know s this,
as does the K illing Frost. O n the other
hand, M istral m ight have let his tem per
lead him  astray, and A beloec can turn up
anyw here w hen heµàİ s lost in drink,
canµàİ t he, Segna?µàİ

The figure in the pale yellow  cloak
spoke in a rough voice. µàİ Aye, hew ere
unhappy w hen he sobered up, w erenµàİ t
you, cup bearer?µàİ  Iµàİ d heard A be
called that before as a term  of derision,
but Iµàİ d never understood until tonight.
It w as a rem inder of w hat he had once
been; a w ay of rubbing his face in w hat



he had lost.

µàİ You taught m e to be m ore cautious
about w here I passed out, ladies,µàİ
A be said, and his voice w as his usual
casual, am used, bitter tone.

The tw o hags laughed. The other guards
joined in a chorus of hissing laughter,
w hich let m e know  that w hatever the tw o
shorter guards w ere, they w ere the sam e
kind of creature. Sholto spoke.
µàİ D onµàİ t w orry, D arkness, the hags
didnµàİ t help A be break his vow  of
celibacy, for that is a death sentence to
all. The tearing of w hite sidhe flesh
am uses them  alm ost as m uch as sex.µàİ

The high tw ittering voice cam e faintly



again. Sholto nodded at w hat it had said.
µàİ Ivar m akes a good point. You are all
w et and m uddy, and that did not happen
here in our garden.µàİ  H e m otioned w ith
his good hand at the caked, drying earth
and the w ater trapped feet below  us,
clearly inaccessible. µàİ I w ould ask
perm ission to bring the princess off this
ledge,µàİ  D oyle said. µàİ N o,µàİ  Sholto
said, µàİ she is safe enough there.
A nsw er the question, D arknessµàİ or
Princessµàİ or w hoever. H ow  did you
get w et and m uddy? I know  that it is
snow ing aboveground; do not use that to
lie.µàİ

µàİ The sidhe never lie,µàİ  M istral said.

Sholto and his guards all laughed. The



high tittering m ixed w ith the rum bling
bass/alto of the hags and Sholtoµàİ s
open, joyous laughter. µàİ The sidhe
never lie:Spare us that, the biggest lie of
all,µàİ  said Sholto. µàİ W e are not
allow ed to lie,µàİ  D oyle said.

µàİ N o, but the sidhe version of the truth
is so full of holes that it is w orse than a
lie. W e, the sluagh, w ould prefer a good
honest lie to the half-truths that the court
w e are supposed to belong to feeds us.
W e starve on a diet of near lies. So tell
us true, if you can, how  cam e you w et
and m uddy, and here?µàİ

µàİ It rained in the dead gardens, in our
sithen,µàİ  D oyle said. µàİ M ore lies,µàİ



A gnes said.

I had an idea. µàİ I sw ear by m y
honorµàİ µàİ  I began. O ne of the hags
laughed at that, but I kept going.
µàİ µàİ and the darkness that devours all
things that it w as raining in the U nseelie
gardens w hen w e left them .µàİ  Iµàİ d
given not just an oath that no sidhe
w ould w illingly breakµàİ because of the
curse that w ent w ith the breakingµàİ but
the oath that Iµàİ d dem anded of Sholto
w eeks ago w hen he found m e in
C alifornia. Page 59
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H eµàİ d sw orn the oath that he m eant m e



no harm , and Iµàİ d believed him . The
severity of the oath silenced even the
night-hags. µàİ B e careful w hat you say,
Princess,µàİ  Sholto said. µàİ Som e
m agicks still live.µàİ

µàİ I know  w hat I sw ore, and I know
w hat it m eans, K ing Sholto, Lord of That
W hich Passes B etw een. I am  w et w ith
the first rain to fall upon the dead
gardens in centuries. M y skin is
decorated w ith soil reborn, dry no
m ore.µàİ

µàİ H ow  is this possible?µàİ  Sholto
dem anded.

µàİ It isnot possible,µàİ  A gnes said. She
pointed one dark, m uscled arm  at the



door. µàİ This is Seelie m agic, not
U nseelie. They conspire together to
destroy us. I told you, the golden court
w ould never have dared if they did not
have the full support of the Q ueen of A ir
and D arkness.µàİ  She pointed a little
dram atically at the shiny door. µàİ This
proves it.µàİ

µàİ M eredith,µàİ  D oyle said softly,
µàİ m akethe door go aw ay.µàİ

µàİ W hispering w ill not m ake you m y
friend, D arkness,µàİ  Sholto said. µàİ I
told the princess to m ake the door go
aw ay, so that you w ould understand this
is not Seelie business.µàİ

A gnes turned so suddenly that her hood



fell back to reveal the dry black straw  of
her hair, the ruin of her com plexion,
covered in bum ps and sores. The hags
hid their ugliness, w hich w as an
exception am ong the sluagh. M ost of
them  saw  every oddity as a m ark of
beauty, or pow er. The hags hid
them selves, thoughµàİ as did the tw o
shorter guards.

A gnes pointed the long hand w ith its
black-taloned claw s at m e. µàİ She did
not conjure this door. She is m ortal, and
m ortal hand never m ade this
doorw ay.µàİ

µàİ Princess, if you w ould,µàİ  D oyle
said low  but clear, so that he couldnµàİ t
be accused of w hispering. I spoke



loudly, so theyµàİ d hear m e, and the
cave caught the echo of m y voice, so that
it seem ed to bounce along the w alls.
µàİ I need the door to go aw ay now ,
please.µàİ

There w as a m om entµàİ s hesitation, as
if the door w anted to give m e a second
to reconsider; then, w hen I didnµàİ t, the
door vanished. Sholtoµàİ s guards
shifted, and A gnes startled as if
som ething had goosed her. µàİ M ortal
flesh cannot control the sithen.A ny
sithen.µàİ

µàİ I w ould have agreed w ith you, until a
few  hours ago,µàİ  I said. µàİ H ow  did
you com e here?µàİ  Sholto asked.



µàİ I asked for a door to the dead
gardens. It never occurred to m e that any
door I could conjure w ould bring m e to
your hom e, Sholto.µàİ

µàİ K ing Sholto,µàİ  A gnes corrected
m e.

µàİ K ing Sholto,µàİ  I said dutifully.

µàİ W hy w ould that request bring you to
our garden, Princess M eredith?µàİ
Sholto asked. Page 60
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µàİ D oyle told m e to get us back to the
dead gardens. I did just that: I called a



door to the dead gardens. B ut I did not
specify w hich garden, and you know  the
rest.µàİ

Sholto stared at m e. The triple gold of
his irisesµàİ m olten m etal, autum n
leaves, and pale sunshineµàİ m ade his
face beautiful, but it did not m ake the
look one bit less intense. H e stared at m e
as if he w ould w eigh m e w ith a look.

µàİ This cannot be true,µàİ  A gnes said.

µàİ If it w as a lie, theyµàİ d have a better
one than this,µàİ  Sholto said. µàİ D o you
still believe everything that a piece of
w hite sidhe flesh tells you, K ing Sholto?
H ave you learned nothing from  w hat they
did to you?µàİ  A gnes asked. I w asnµàİ t



sure w hat she m eant, but I guessed it had
to do w ith the bandages he w ore.

µàİ Silence,µàİ  Sholto said, but there
w as som ething in his face, the w ay he
turned, that spoke of em barrassm ent. The
last tim e Iµàİ d seen Sholto, he had
hidden behind a m ask of arrogance,
m uch as Frost did. W hatever m ask he
had built to hide behind in court seem ed
to have shredded, so that he now  had
nothing for his em otions to hide behind.

µàİ M ay w e approach you, K ing
Sholto?µàİ  I asked, and m y voice w as
clear, but softer. The tall, elegant,
arrogant m an w hom  Iµàİ d m et inLos
A ngeles w asnµàİ t the sam e m an w ho
stood before m e now , shoulders slightly



hunched.

µàİ N o, you m ay not,µàİ  A gnes said, in
her strangely rich voice. M ost night-hags
spoke in a cackling voice, as if theyµàİ d
sw allow ed gravel.

Sholto turned on her, and the m ovem ent
cost him , for he nearly stum bled. It
seem ed to feed his anger. µàİ I am  king
here, A gnes, not you. M e!µàİ  H e
thum ped him self in the upper
chest.µàİ M e, A gnes, not you, m e! I am
still king here!µàİ

H e turned to us. The front of his
bandages show ed fresh blood, as if
heµàİ d torn stitches. Sholto w as half
highborn sidhe and half of the sluagh,



and the sluagh w ere even harder to
injure than the sidhe. W hat could have
hurt him  this badly?

µàİ B ring her onto solid land,
D arkness,µàİ  Sholto said.

D oyle led m e forw ard, carefully.
R hysµàİ s hand never left m y other arm .
They eased m e out onto the broader
shoreline. The others follow ed, m incing
their w ay onto secure ground. D oyle
took m y hand and led m e forw ard, very
form ally, tow ard the w aiting sluagh. W e
had to com e forw ard slow ly, because of
the bones. W eµàİ d seen w hat theyµàİ d
done to A be, and w e w ere both barefoot.
W eµàİ d had enough injuries for the
night.



µàİ H ow  I hate you, Princess,µàİ  A gnes
said.

Sholto spoke w ithout turning around to
look at her. µàİ I am  very close to losing
m y patience w ith you, A gnes. You
donµàİ t w ant that.µàİ

µàİ They m ove like shadow  and light, so
graceful through the bone field that is our
garden,µàİ  A gnes said, Page 61

Laurell K. Hamilton: Meredith Gentry
05 Mistral's Kiss

µàİ and you w atch her as if shew ere food
and drink, and you w ere starving.µàİ



The com m ent m ade m e look up, aw ay
from  the dangerous bones. µàİ D o not do
this, A gnes,µàİ  he said, but his face w as
naked to his need. She w as right about
that look on his face. It w as m ore than
just lust, though it w asnµàİ t love, either.
There w as pain in his gaze, like a m an
w atching som ething that he knew  he
could not have, and he w anted that thing
m ore than anything else in the w orld.
W hat had laid Sholto bare to the eyes of
the w orld? W hat had stripped him  to
this?

D oyle stopped in a space of ground
m ostly clear of bones, just out of reach
of the sluaghµàİ or as far out of reach as
w e w ould get here. The other m en had



follow ed a few  steps behind us, as if
D oyle had given them  som e signal that I
hadnµàİ t seen, so they w ouldnµàİ t
crow d Sholto and his guards. W e w ere
in the w rong. W e had invaded their land,
not the other w ay around, so w e needed
to be the m ore polite. I understood that,
but looking into Sholtoµàİ s face I felt
like w e had w alked into the m iddle of
som ething that had nothing to do w ith us.

I began to kneel and pulled D oyle dow n
w ith m e. I bow ed m y head, not just to
show  respect, but because I couldnµàİ t
bear the look onSholtoµàİ s face
anym ore. I didnµàİ t deserve such a look.
I w as w et, splattered w ith m ud. I m ust
have looked like som ething the cat



dragged in out of the storm , yet he stared
at m e w ith a desire that w as painful to
see. Iµàİ d already agreed to have sex
w ith him , as he w as part of the royal
guard for the queen, as w ell as a king in
his ow n right. H e w ould have m e, so
w hy did he look at m e the w ay Tantalus
m ust have looked in H ades?

µàİ You are princess of theU nseelie
C ourt , in line to be queen. W hy do you
bow  to m e?µàİ  Sholtoµàİ s voice tried
to be neutral, and alm ost achieved it.

I spoke, still gazing at the ground, m y
hand still resting in D oyleµàİ s. µàİ W e
cam e to your lands accidentally, but
uninvited. It is w e w ho have
trespassed.W e w ho ow e you an apology.



You are K ing of the Sluagh, and though
you are a part of theUnseelie Court , you
are still a kingdom  in your ow n right. I
am  only a royal princessµàİ perhaps heir
to a throne that rules over your
landsµàİ but you, Sholto, you are already
a king.A king of the dark host itself. You
and your people are the last great host,
the last w ild hunt. They are a w ondrous
and fearsom e thing, the people that call
you king. They, and you, deserve respect
in your ow n lands from  anyone less than
another high ruler.µàİ

I heard som eone shift behind m e, as if
one of the other guards w ould have
protested som e of w hat I said, but
D oyleµàİ s hand w as peaceful under



m ine. H e understood that w e w ere still
in danger; besides, w hat I said w as true.
There had been a tim e w hen the sidhe
understood that you respected all the
kingdom s in your care, not just the ones
that w ere blood of your blood.

µàİ G et up, get up, and do not m ock
m e!µàİ  Sholtoµàİ s w ords w ere
inexplicably rage-filled. I looked up to
find that handsom e face consum ed w ith
anger, tw isted w ith it. µàİ I do not
understandµàİ µàİ  I began, but he
didnµàİ t give m e tim e to finish the
sentence. H e strode forw ard, grabbed
m y hand, and jerked m e to m y feet.
D oyle cam e w ith m e, tightening his grip
on m y other hand. Sholtoµàİ s fingers



dug into m y upper arm  as he pulled m e
closer and raged inches from  m y face.
µàİ I did not believe A gnes. I did not
believe that A ndais w ould allow  such
outrage, but now  I do. N ow  I believe
it!µàİ  H e shook m e hard enough to m ake
m e stum ble. O nly D oyleµàİ s hand kept
m e from  falling. I fought to keep m y
voice even as I said, µàİ I donµàİ t know
w hat you are talking about.µàİ

µàİ D onµàİ t you, donµàİ t you!µàİ  H e let
go of m e abruptly, sending m e stum bling
back against D oyle. Page 62
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Sholto dug his uninjured hand into the



bandages at his chest and stom ach,
tearing at them . D oyle turned his body so
that I w as on the other side of him , and
his body w ould be betw een m e and
w hatever w as about to happen. I
didnµàİ t argue w ith him . Sholto w as
m oody, but Iµàİ d never seen him  like
this. µàİ D id you com e so you could see
w hat they did? D id you w ant to see
it?µàİ  H e scream ed the last, filling the
cave w ith echoes, as if the w alls
them selves scream ed back.

I could see w hat w as under the bandages
now . Sholtoµàİ s m other had been a
noble lady of theU nseelie C ourt , but his
father had been a nightflyer. The last
tim e Iµàİ d seen Sholtoµàİ s upper body



bare, w ithout him  w asting m agic to m ake
it look sm ooth and m uscled, and fully
sidhe, there had been a nest of tentacles
starting a few  inches below  the breast
area to stop just above his groin. H e had
the full set of tentacles that the
nightflyers used as arm s and legs, as
w ell as the tiny suction-tipped tentacles
that w ere secondary sexual organs. It
had been these little extras that had m ade
m e avoid taking him  to m y
bedµàİ G oddesshelp m e, Iµàİ d seen
them  as a deform ity. B ut that w asnµàİ t a
problem  now . The skin w here the
tentacles had been w as now  just raw ,
red, naked flesh. W hoever had done it
hadnµàİ t just chopped the tentaclesoff,
they had shaved them  aw ay, along w ith



m ost of his skin.

µàİ

C H A PTER  11

µàİ TH E LO O K  O N  Y O U R  FA C E,
M ERED ITH µàİ Y O U  D ID N µàİ T
K N O W . Y O Ureally didnµàİ t know .µàİ
H is voice sounded calm er, half relieved,
half reinjured, as if he hadnµàİ t
expected it. I forced m yself to look aw ay
from  the w ound, and at his face. The
eyes w ere too w ide, hism outh open , as
if he w ere panting. H e looked like he
w as in shock. I found m y voice, but it
w as a hoarse w hisper. µàİ I did not
know .µàİ  I licked m y lips and tried to
get hold of m yself. I w as Princess



M eredith N icEssus, w ielder of tw o
hands of pow er, trying to be queen; I had
to do better than this. I w as huddled
against D oyle, but pulled m yself aw ay. If
Sholto could survive such a w ound, then
the least I could do w as not cow er in the
face of it. The high-pitched voice cam e
from  one of the shorter guards again, and
Sholto spoke as if in response. µàİ Ivar
is right. The looks on all your faces
m ake it clearµàİ none of you knew . O n
the one hand, I feel less betrayed; on the
other, w hat it tells m e about the politics
at w ork here says itµàİ s m ore dangerous
for our courtµàİ for both our courts.µàİ

I stepped tow ard him , slow ly, the w ay
youµàİ d approach a w ounded anim al.



Slow ly, so you donµàİ t scare him  m ore.
µàİ W ho did this?µàİ  I asked.

µàİ The golden court did this.µàİ

µàİ Y ou m ean the Seelie?µàİ

H e gave a sm all nod.

D oyle said, µàİ O nly Taranis him self
m ight be able to w rest you aw ay from
your sluagh. N o other noble at his court
is pow erful enough to take you like
that.µàİ

Sholto looked at D oyle, a long,
considering look. µàİ That is high praise
from  the Q ueenµàİ s D arkness.µàİ



µàİ It is truth. The princess said it best:
The sluagh are the last of the w ild hunts.
The last left in all of faerie. Page 63
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You and your people alone still have the
w ild m agic running through your veins. It
is not a sm all pow er, K ing Sholto.µàİ

µàİ W e should have heard the battle even
inside our ow n sithen,µàİ  Frost said,
and there w as a question in his voice.

Sholtoµàİ s eyes flicked to him , then
aw ay again, as if he suddenly found that
he didnµàİ t w ant to m eet anyoneµàİ s
eyes.



Segna the G oldµàİ s voice w hined from
out of her dirty yellow  hood. µàİ W hat
cannot be taken w ith force of arm s, can
easily be w on w ith soft flesh.µàİ

Sholto didnµàİ t tell her to be quiet. H e
actually hung his head, so that a sw eep
of his ow n pale hair shadow ed his face.
I didnµàİ t understand w hat Segna m eant,
but it had clearly hit hom e for him . µàİ I
w ould not ask this of you,µàİ  D oyle
said, µàİ but if Taranisµàİ s people have
harm ed you, then it is a direct challenge
to our queenµàİ s authority. Either he
believes w e w ill not retaliate, or he
believes w e are not strong enough to
retaliate.µàİ

Sholto looked up then. µàİ N ow  do you



understand w hy I thought Q ueen A ndais
had to know ?µàİ

D oyle nodded.µàİ B ecause if she had not
given her perm ission, then this attack
m akes even less sense.µàİ

µàİ W ars have begun over less,µàİ
M istral said.

The com m ent earned him  a glance from
Sholto. µàİ The last tim e I saw  you, you
sat in the consortµàİ s chair, at the feet of
Princess M eredith.µàİ

M istral bow ed. µàİ I w as so
honored.µàİ

µàİ I have sat in the chair, and it w as an



em pty honor. H ave you found it so?µàİ

M istral hesitated,then said, µàİ I have
found it everything I w ould hope it to be,
and m ore.µàİ

I fought not to glance back at him . H is
voice w as socareful, I knew  he saw
som ething in the king before us that I
hadnµàİ t seen until now . H e w as
desperate to know  the touch of another
sidhe; he w anted to have anotherµàİ s
glow  of high m agic to m atch his ow n. It
hadnµàİ t occurred to m e that Sholto had
been here in his ow n kingdom  pining for
m e to keep m y prom ise and offer him  m y
body. A ssassination attem pts, m urders,
and m ore political m achinations than I
could keep track of had kept m e from



fulfilling it. B ut I hadnµàİ t m eant to
ignore Sholto.

µàİ I did not m ean it to be an em pty
honor, K ing Sholto,µàİ  I said. µàİ I m ean
to keep m y prom ise to you.µàİ

µàİ N ow µàİ you w ill bed him  now .µàİ
Segnaµàİ svoice again, like a grating
w hine. µàİ Itµàİ s w hat the Seelie bitch
said, too, that once he healed up,
sheµàİ d bed him .µàİ

I stared up at him . µàİ Youallow ed
som eone to do this to you?µàİ

H e shook his head.µàİ N ever.µàİ

A gnesµàİ s voice, m ore cultured, m ore



hum an than her sister
hagµàİ s.µàİ Sholto, you have dream t of
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sidhe, com pletely sidhe, since you w ere
sm all. D o not lie to som eone w ho helped
raise you.µàİ

µàİ I also w anted the w ings of a
nightflyer to com e out of m y back w hen I
w as sm allµàİ do you rem em ber that?µàİ

She nodded, that head seem ing too large
for the narrow  shoulders. µàİ You cried
w hen you realized you w ould never have
w ings.µàİ



µàİ W e w ant m any things w hen w e are
children. I adm it that there w ere tim es
w hen I w ished they w ere gone.µàİ  H e
m ade a m otion as if he w ould touch w hat
w as no longerthere, the w ay an am putee
w ill try to scratch a ghost lim b. H is hand
fell aw ay before it m ade contact w ith the
raw  ruin of his stom ach. µàİ H ow  did
they trap you, and w hy did they do
this?µàİ  D oyle asked. µàİ I am  a king in
m y ow n right, not just a noble of the
queenµàİ s guard. If the Seelie did not
see m e as an unclean thing, I could have
bedded one of their sidhe w om en long
ago. B ut I am  considered a w orse crim e
than a m ere U nseelie sidhe. Q ueen
A ndais calls m e her Perverse C reature,
and the Seelie truly believe that. I am  a



creature, a thing, an abom ination to
them .µàİ

µàİ Sholto,µàİ  I w hispered.

µàİ D onµàİ t, Princessµàİ I have seen you
flinch aw ay from  m e, too.µàİ

I m oved tow ard him .µàİ A t first, yes. B ut
since then I have seen you shining in
your pow er, w ith a play of colors in
those extras so that they shone like
jew els in the sun. I have felt your body
thrum m ing w ith m agic and pow er, your
nakedness inside m y body.µàİ  I touched
his arm . H e didnµàİ t pull aw ay.

µàİ Y ou did not fuck him ,µàİ  Segna said.



µàİ N o, but Iµàİ ve held him  in m y
m outh, and if you hadnµàİ t interrupted
that night, w e m ight have done m ore.µàİ I
had not enjoyed Sholtoµàİ s extra bits,
but once he had started to glow  w ith
pow er, his m agic responding to m y
touch, I had seen him  clearly for a
shining m om ent. Seen him  as handsom e
and seen that nest of tentacles not as a
deform ity but just as another part of him .
I doubted I could have slept in the sam e
bed w ith him , but sexµàİ sex had seem ed
like a good idea in that m om ent. I tried
to let him  see that in m y face now , but
perhaps it show ed, because he drew
aw ay and began to tell the story of the
deception. µàİ I should have know n it
w as a lie,µàİ  he said. µàİ Lady C larisse



offered to m eet w ith m e. She sent a note
saying that she had glim psed m e w ithout
m y shirt, and had not been able to stop
fantasizing about it. I leapt at the chance,
not stopping to question. I w anted so
m uch to be w ith another sidhe, even if it
w as for only a night.µàİ

I didnµàİ t feel guilty very oftenµàİ few
in faerie doµàİ but in that m om ent I knew
that if I had taken him  to m y bed, he
w ouldnµàİ t have been vulnerable to the
Seelieµàİ s trick. O r m aybe he w ould
have been m ore vulnerableµàİ w eµàİ d
never know .

I tried to hug him  w ithout hurting the
front of his body. Segna reached around
and shoved m e aw ay. µàİ D o not touch



her again,µàİ  Sholto snapped at Segna,
and his voice w as full of a choking
anger. Page 65
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µàİ N ow  sheµàİ ll cuddle you,µàİ  Segna
w hined, µàİ now  sheµàİ ll touch you,
because the icky bits are gone. N ow  she
w ants you, just like the other sidhe
bitch.µàİ

µàİ She w ould have touched m e that
night inLos A ngeles if you had left us
alone,µàİ  he said. A gnes reached to the
other hag and drew  her back. µàİ H e is
right, Segna. W e bear blam e in this
atrocity, too.µàİ



A  tear trailed dow n out of the sickly
yellow  of A gnesµàİ s eye. She turned
aw ay so I w ouldnµàİ t see. M ost of
faerie cried w hen w e cried, and
displayed any em otion out in the open. It
w as only w hen w e got close to a throne
that w e learned to hide w hat w e felt. W e
w ere m eant to be a freer people than
this. µàİ Lady C larisse,µàİ  Sholto
continued, µàİ took m e inside the Seelie
sithen. She led m e cloaked through back
w ays to her room . Then she told m e that
although the tentacles fascinated her, she
also feared them . She said she could not
bear to have the tentacles touch her
w hile w e m ade love. H ere I w as truly a
foolµàİ I let her tie m e up, so I w ould not



accidentally brush her w ith the parts she
feared, and said she craved.µàİ  H e
w ouldnµàİ t m eet anyoneµàİ s eyes
again. I w atched his face redden even
through the strands of his w hite hair. H e
burned w ith em barrassm ent. µàİ W hen I
w as helpless, other sidhe slipped into
the room . They did to m e w hat you
see.µàİ

µàİ W as their king w ith them ?µàİ  D oyle
asked.

Sholto shook his head. µàİ H e is not a
king w ho does his ow n dirty w ork. You
know  that, D arkness.µàİ

µàİ D id the king know ?µàİ  D oyle said.



µàİ They w ould not have done this
w ithout his know ledge,µàİ  I said.
µàİ They fear him  too m uch.µàİ

µàİ B ut by not being present, he has left
him self room  to deny it,µàİ  Sholto said.
µàİ If I could see w hat he hoped to gain
from  this, I w ould believe it of him . B ut
w hat does this accom plish?µàİ

µàİ Som e of your people believed that
Q ueen A ndais did this to you, allow ed it
to be done. Perhaps this atrocity w as
com m itted w ith that as the intent. You
are her strongest ally, K ing Sholto.If you
had left her side, w hat then?µàİ  D oyle
asked.

µàİ The only reason for the king to w ant



our queen shorn of her allies is that he
m eans to m ake w ar. A nd if any of
faeriem ake w ar on another, our treaty
w ithA m erica is breached. W e w ill all
be cast out of the last country that w ould
take us in. If Taranis caused that, the rest
of faerie w ould rise up against him , and
he w ould be destroyed.µàİ

W e knew  that Taranis had done
som ething alm ost as bad earlier in the
year. H e had released the N am eless, a
form less being. It had been m ade of the
discarded pow er that all the fey had
been forced to shed in order to be
allow ed to rem ain inA m erica µàİ one of
the restrictions placed on us w hen
President Jefferson allow ed us to



im m igrate. The faerie had done tw o
w eirding spells inEurope , trying to
control ourselves enough to live
peaceably w ith the hum ans, but w e had
done one m ore here. I donµàİ t think any
of the sidhe understood w hat w e w ere
giving up. I w as born long after the
spell, so that I knew  our glorious past as
stories, legends,rum ors . Taranis had
released that trapped m agic, tried to use
it to kill M aeve R eed. R eed w as the
golden goddess ofH ollyw ood µàİ and
once upon a tim e, the goddess of cinem a.
She had know n hissecret, that he w as
infertile, that the problem  of his
childlessness w asnµàİ t in the long string
of w ives that he kept replacing. It w as
him , and he had suspected it for a



hundred years, w hen he cast M aeve
R eed out of faerie for refusing his bed.
She Page 66

Laurell K. Hamilton: Meredith Gentry
05 Mistral's Kiss

had done so on the grounds that the last
w ife heµàİ d put aside had gotten
pregnant by som eone else. Sheµàİ d told
the king to his face that she thought he
w as infertile, and these m any years later,
heµàİ d tried to take his revenge.

O ne of the things that prom pted Q ueen
A ndais to call m e back from  exile had
been her discovery from  hum an doctors
that she w as infertile. The ruler of a
faerie landis the land, and if they are not



fertileµàİ not healthyµàİ the land and
people die. It is a very old m agic, and a
true one. If Taranis had know n about his
infertility for a hundred years w ithout
revealing it, then he had condem ned his
people to death, know ingly. They killed
rulers for such crim es in faerie.

µàİ You are all entirely too quiet,µàİ
Sholto said to us. µàİ You know
som ething.Som ething that I need to
know .µàİ

µàİ W e are not free to discuss it, not
openly,µàİ  D oyle said.

µàİ You w ill not be allow ed to be alone
w ith him ,µàİ  A gnes said. µàİ W e are not
such fools as that.µàİ



µàİ I cannot argue w ith A gnes on
this,µàİ  Sholto said. A gain he m ade that
gesture as if he w ould stroke the m issing
bits. µàİ I have put m yself at the m ercy of
the sidhe once too often of late.µàİ

µàİ W e cannot tell this tale w ithout our
queenµàİ s perm ission,µàİ  D oyle said.
µàİ It w ould earn us, at the very least, a
trip to the H allw ay of M ortality.µàİ

µàİ I w ould not ask that of anyone,µàİ
Sholto said. H e low ered his head, and a
sound escaped him . It w as alm ost a sob.
I w anted to hug him , but I didnµàİ t w ant
to anger his hags any further. B esides,
they w ere partially rightµàİ I could touch
him  now  w ithout flinching. Still, I saw  it
for w hat it w as, som ething cruelly



doneµàİ an am putation. I had felt those
m uscular tentacles on m y bodyµàİ just a
touch, but they had been realµàİ and
theyµàİ d had uses, w hich he now  had
lost.

Sholto spoke low . µàİ The Seelie said
they w ere doing m e a favor. That if I
healed w ithout the deform ity com ing
back, the lady in question w ould keep
her w ord and bed m e for a night.µàİ

In sym pathy, I started to touch him  w here
the bits had been,then stopped because
the w ound w as bleeding and raw , and
touching it m ust hurt. µàİ B ut the
tentacles are part of you. It is like cutting
off an arm , or w orse.µàİ



µàİ D o you know  how  often I have
dream t of looking like them ?µàİ  H e
m otioned at the m en at m y back.
µàİ A gnes is right. I have dream t of
looking fully sidhe for so long, and now
it is as you say, I have lost pieces of
m yself. I have lost arm s, and m ore.µàİ

µàİ The queen does not know  this,µàİ
D oyle said.

µàİ A re you certain of that, D arkness?
B eyond doubt?µàİ

D oyle started to sim ply sayyes,then
stopped him self. µàİ N o, I am  not
certain, but she has not told us
otherw ise; nor have rum ors to the
contrary touched our court.µàİ



µàİ W ars have begun over less than this,
D arkness.W ars betw een the courts of
faerie.µàİ

D oyle nodded. µàİ I know .µàİ

µàİ A gnes says that A ndais had to have
given Taranis her approvalµàİ even if
just tacitlyµàİ or Taranis w ould Page 67
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not have risked it. D o you think m y hag
is right? D o you think the queen allow ed
this to happen?µàİ

µàİ The sluagh are too im portant to the
queen, K ing Sholto. I cannot im agine a



set of circum stances in w hich A ndais
w ould risk such hurt to the sluaghµàİ s
vow s to her court. I think it m ore likely
that this w as done, at least partially, in a
bid to strip our queen of your m ight.
W hy didnµàİ t you tell the queen, the
court?µàİ

µàİ I thought she m ust know . That she
m ust have given perm ission. I agreed
w ith the hagsµàİ I did not think even
Taranis w ould dare to do this w ithout
A ndaisµàİ s know ledge.µàİ

µàİ I cannot argue your reasoning, but I
do not believe she know s,µàİ  D oyle
said. µàİ W hy didnµàİ t you tell m e,
Sholto?µàİ  I asked. µàİ You once said to
m e that only the tw o of us understand



w hat it is like to bealm ost sidhe.A lm ost
tall enough, slender enough,
alm ostµàİ but not quite pure enough to be
accepted.µàİ

H e alm ost sm iled, alm ost. µàİ W e m ay
have had that in com m on, but as I told
you inLos A ngeles , no m an had ever
com plained about your body; only
envious w om en.µàİ



I sm iled at him . µàİ A bout m y breasts,
you w ere right.µàİ  That earned m e a
sm ile in return, w hich, given that aw ful
w ound, m ade m e breathe m ore easily.
µàİ But I am  too short, too hum an looking
for m ost of the sidhe, m ale or fem ale, to
let m e forget it.µàİ

µàİ I told you then: They w ere fools,µàİ
Sholto said. H e took m y hand in his and
raised it up for a kiss, but w hen he tried
to bend over m e, the pain stopped him  in
m idm otion. I pressed his hand to m y
cheek.µàİ Sholto, oh, Sholto.µàİ

µàİ I had hoped to hear tenderness in
your voice, but not for this reason.
D onµàİ t pity m e, M eredith, I could not
bear it.µàİ



I didnµàİ t know  how  to respond. I just
held his hand against m y face, and tried
to think of anything I could say that
w ouldnµàİ t m ake him  feel w orse. H ow
could I not feel pity?

µàİ W hen did this happen, K ing
Sholto?µàİ  D oyle asked.

Sholto looked past m e to the other m an.
µàİ Tw o days ago, just before your
second press conference.µàİ

µàİ The one during w hich tw o m urders
w ere com m itted,µàİ  R hys said. Sholto
looked at him . µàİ You caught your
m urderer, though the hum an police
donµàİ t know  it yet. I hear youµàİ re



trying to let him  heal from  the torture
before show ing him  to the hum an
police.µàİ

µàİ O ur queen m ade a m ess of him ,µàİ
R hys said.

µàİ H e is guilty?µàİ  Sholto m ade it a
question.

µàİ W e believe so,µàİ  D oyle said.

µàİ But you are not certain?µàİ

µàİ W hat w as done to your stom ach,
Q ueen A ndais did to every inch of Lord
G w ennin.µàİ
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Sholto w inced, and nodded. µàİ O ne
w ould do m uch to stop such pain.µàİ

µàİ Even confess to som ething you did
not do,µàİ  D oyle said.

I looked at D oyle then. µàİ D o you think
G w ennin is innocent?µàİ

µàİ N o. N or do I believe he acted
com pletely alone. A ndais w as using his
ow n intestines as a leash on him ,
M eredith. H e w ould have been a fool
not to confess.µàİ

Sholto pressed m y hand to his face.



Segna tried to interfere but A gnes
stopped her, and the other tw o guards
m oved betw een Sholto and the hags. I
caught a glim pse of one of the guardµàİ s
faces. O blong eyes full of nothing but
color, thin lipless m outh, and a face that
w as a strange m ix of hum anoid and
nightflyer. They w ere like Sholto, but no
one w ould have ever have m istaken them
for sidhe. The eyes, thoughµàİ the eyes
w ere goblin eyes. The guard stared at
m e w ith his face that looked only
halfform ed, the nostrils m ere slits. I did
not look aw ay. I stared, m em orized his
face, for I had never seen another quite
like it. µàİ You do not find m e ugly.µàİ
The guardµàİ s voice held that edge of
tw itteringµàİ alm ost bird-like, but



deeper.

µàİ N o,µàİ  I said.

µàİ D o you know  w hat I am ?µàİ

µàİ The eyes are goblin blood, but the
face is nightflyer. Iµàİ m  not sure about
the rest,µàİ  I said. µàİ I am  half-goblin
and half-nightflyer.µàİ

µàİ Ivar and Fyfe are m y uncles on m y
fatherµàİ s side,µàİ  Sholto said. The
second guard spoke for the first tim e.
H is voice w as deeper, m ore
µàİ hum an.µàİ  H e gave m e the full gaze
of his face. H is eyes w ere the sam e
oblongs of color, a deep rich blue, but
he had m ore nose,m ore low er jaw . If



heµàİ d been taller, he m ight have passed
for a goblin. But the skin w asnµàİ t quite
the right texture. µàİ I am  Fyfe, brother to
Ivar.µàİ  H e gave the hags an unfriendly
look. µàİ O ur king felt the need of som e
m ale guards, w ho w ere not conflicted
about w hat to do w ith his body. W e
guard it, and that is all.µàİ

µàİ This insult w as not for lack of our
ability to guard,µàİ  A gnes said. µàİ Y ou,
too, w ill be helpless w hen he chases his
next bit of sidhe flesh. H e w onµàİ t w ant
an audience, and he w ill go w ith her
alone.µàİ

µàİ Enough, A gnes.Enough, all of
you.µàİ Sholto pressed m y hand tighter
against his face. µàİ W hy didnµàİ t I tell



you, Princess? H ow  could I adm it that
Seelie did this to m e? That I w as not
w arrior enough to save m yself? That I
fell into their trap, because they offered
m e w hat you had prom ised? A gnes is
right in one thing: I am  near blinded by
m y desire to be w ith another sidhe, so
blinded that I let a Seelie w om an bind
m e. So blinded I believed her lie that
she w as fascinated w ith m y bits, but
afraid of them , too.µàİ  H e shook his
head. µàİ I am  K ing of the Sluagh, and
even bound I should have had enough
m agic to save m yself from  this.µàİ  H e
let go of m e, stepped back.

µàİ The Seelie have m agic that w e do
not,µàİ  Frost said.



µàİ The sluagh have m agic that the
Seelie have never possessed,µàİ  I said.
I touched Sholtoµàİ s arm . H e flinched,
but didnµàİ t pull aw ay. I squeezed his
arm , and w anted so badly to hold him , to
try to chase this pain Page 69
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aw ay. I rested m y head against his bare
arm . M y throat closed up, and I w as
suddenly choking on tears. I began to
w eep, clutching at his arm . I couldnµàİ t
stop.

H e pulled m e aw ay from  him  enough to
see m y face. µàİ You w aste tears on
m eµàİ w hy?µàİ



I had to struggle to speak. µàİ You are
beautiful, Sholto, you areµàİ donµàİ t let
them  m ake you think otherw ise.µàİ

µàİ B eautiful now  that heµàİ s
butchered,µàİ  Segna said, loom ing over
us, pushing her w ay past the uncles. I
shook m y head. µàİ You broke in on us
inLos A ngeles . You saw  w hat I w as
doing w ith him . W hy w ould I have been
doing those things if he w as less than
beautiful to m e?µàİ

µàİ A ll I rem em ber from  that night, w hite
flesh, is that you killed m y sister.µàİ

I had, but by accident. That night, in fear
for m y life, I had lashed out w ith m agic I
hadnµàİ t know n I had. It had been the



first night that m y hand of flesh had
m anifested. It w as a terrible
pow erµàİ the ability to turn living beings
inside out, but they did not die. They
lived on, im possibly on, w ith their
m ouths lost inside a ball of flesh, and
still they scream ed. Iµàİ d had to cut her
to bits w ith a m agical w eapon to finally
end her agony. I donµàİ t know  w hat
shadow s show ed on m y face, but Sholto
reached for m e. Reached for m e, to hold
m e, to givecom fort, and it w as too m uch
for Segna. She shoved the other tw o
guards aw ay as if they w ere straw
before a storm  w ind. She struck at m e,
shrieking her rage.

Suddenly there w as m ovem ent behind



m e, and in front of m e. A ll the guards
m oved at once, but Sholto w as closest.
H e used his ow n body to shield m e, so
Segnaµàİ s razor claw s sliced his ow n
w hite skin. H e took the brunt of the blow
m eant for m e, and even w hat w as left of
that strike staggered m e backw ard,
num bing m y arm  from  shoulder to
elbow . It didnµàİ t hurt, because I
couldnµàİ t feel it. Sholto pushed m e into
D oyleµàİ s arm s, and pivoted in the
sam e m ovem ent. The m ovem ent w as so
fast that it surprised Segna, m ade her
stum ble nearer the edge of the lake.
Sholtoµàİ s good arm  w as a pale blur as
he sm ashed into her. The blow  sent her
over the edge. She seem ed to hang there
in m idair, her nearly naked body



revealed by the w ings of her cape. Then
she fell.

µàİ
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SH E LAY JU ST A BO V E TH E LO W
W ATER, IM PA LED  O N  A SER IES
O Fspiked bones jutting out of her from
throat to stom ach.She hung there, caught,
bleeding, like a fish caught on som e
terrible hook. I think Sholtoµàİ s guards
expected her to sim ply draw  herself off
the spined ridge of the boned creature.
A gnes, especially, seem ed to be w aiting,
patient, unw orried. µàİ Com e on, Segna,
get up.µàİ  H er voice w as im patient.



Segna lay there and bled, her legs
flailing, exposing her m ost intim ate parts
as she struggled. The hags w ore a
leather belt from  w hich hung a sw ord
and a pouch, but that, and their cloaks,
w ere all. H er body w as both larger than
a hum anµàİ s and m ore w izened, as if
she w ere a shrunken giant. I saw  the
w ide eyes, the fright on her face. She
w asnµàİ t going to just get up.
Som etim es, being m ortal, I recognized
real dam age faster, because on a
visceral level, I knew  it w as a
possibility. Creatures w ho are Page 70
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im m ortal, or nearly so, donµàİ t
understand the disasters that could befall
them . µàİ Ivar, Fyfe, go to her.µàİ

µàİ W ith due respect, K ing Sholto,µàİ
Fyfe said, µàİ I w ould stay here, and
send A gnes dow n.µàİ

Sholto started to argue, but Ivar joined
the argum ent. µàİ W e do not dare leave
A gnes up here w ith you alone. The
princess w ill have guards, but you w ill
be unprotected.µàİ

µàİ A gnes w ould not hurt m e,µàİ  Sholto
said, but he w as staring at Segna as if he
w ere finally realizing just how  bad it
m ight be.



µàİ W e are your guards, and your uncles.
W e w ould be poor at both duties if w e
left you alone w ith A gnes now ,µàİ  Ivar
said in his bird-like voice. People
alw ays expected the nightflyers to have
hissing, ugly voices, but Ivar sounded
like a songbirdµàİ or how  a songbird
m ight sound if it could speak as hum ans
do. M ost of the nightflyers sounded like
that.

µàİ Segna is a night-hag,µàİ  A gnes said.
µàİ A m ere bone w ill not bring her
dow n.µàİ

µàİ I tripped on such a bone com ing into
your garden,µàİ  A be said, and raised his
cloth-w rapped arm  at her. Blood had
soaked through m uch of the cloth.



µàİ The bones hold old m agic,µàİ  D oyle
said. µàİ Som e of them  are things that
hunted the sidhe and the other sluagh
before they w ere tam ed by your early
kings.µàİ

µàİ D o not lecture m e about m y ow n
people,µàİ  A gnes said.

µàİ I rem em ber a tim e w hen Black
A gnes w as not a part of the sluagh,µàİ
Rhys said, softly. She glared at him .
µàİ A nd I rem em ber a tim e w hen you had
other nam es, w hite knight.µàİ  She spat
in his direction. µàİ W e have both fallen
far from  w hat w e once w ere.µàİ

µàİ G o w ith Ivar, A gnes. G o see to your



sister,µàİ  Sholto said. She glared at him .
µàİ D o you not trust m e?µàİ

µàİ I once trusted the three of you m ore
than any other, but you bloodied m e
before the Seelie got hold of m e. Y ou cut
m e up first.µàİ

µàİ Because you sought to betray us w ith
som e w hite-fleshed slut.µàİ

µàİ I am  king here, or I am  not, A gnes.
You either obey m e, or you do not. You
w ill go dow n w ith Ivar to help Segna, or
I w ill see it as a direct challenge to m y
authority.µàİ

µàİ You are gravely w ounded,
Sholto,µàİ  said the hag. µàİ You cannot



w in against m e in this w eakened
state.µàİ

µàİ It is not about w inning, A gnes. It is
about being king. Either I am  your king,
or I am  not. If I am  your king, then you
w ill do as I say.µàİ

µàİ D o not do this, Sholto,µàİ  she
w hispered.
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µàİ You raised m e to be king, A gnes.
You told m e that if the sluagh do not
respect m y threat, then I w ill not be king



for long.µàİ

µàİ I did not m eanµàİ µàİ

µàİ G o w ith Ivar, now , or it ends
betw een us.µàİ

She reached out to him , as if to touch his
hair.

H e jerked back and yelled, µàİ N ow ,
A gnes, go now , or it w ill end badly
betw een us.µàİ

Fyfe threw  back his cloak, revealing his
w eapons, and each of his hands touched
a sw ord hilt, ready for a cross-draw .

A gnes gave Sholto one last look that w as



m ore despair than anger. Then she
follow ed Ivar dow n the steep slope of
the lake, using her claw s to dig into the
soil, so she w ouldnµàİ t slide into the
bones that spiked the earth.

Ivar w as already w ading through the still
w ater. It cam e above his w aist, w hich
m eant the w ater w as deeper than it had
looked. H e had to strain to lay a hand
over Segnaµàİ s heart betw een the
hangingw eight of her breasts. H e turned
that lipless, unfinished face to look at
Sholto, and the look did not
com m unicate good new s. A gnes w as
taller than Ivar, and had an easier tim e in
the w aterµàİ it cam e only to her thighs.
She w aded to the other hag, and w hen



she reached her let out a w ail of despair.
Sholto collapsed to his knees on the side
of the lake. µàİ Segna,µàİ  he said, and
there w as real grief in his voice.

I knelt beside him , touched his arm . H e
jerked aw ay. µàİ Every tim e I am  w ith
you, som eone I care about dies,
M eredith.µàİ

Ivar called up, µàİ I am  not certain she is
dying.G ravely injured. She m ay yet
live.µàİ

A gnes w as petting her sisterµàİ s face.
B ut I could see the gaping m outh, the
labored breathing. B lood bubbled from
the chest w ound w hen she breathed,
poured dow n her m outh. It w ould have



been death to m ost. µàİ Can she survive
it?µàİ  I asked, softly.

µàİ I do not know ,µàİ  Sholto said.
µàİ O nce it w ould not have been a
killing blow , but w e have lost m uch of
w hat w e w ere.µàİ

µàİ A beloecµàİ s w ound from  the bones
is still bleeding,µàİ  D oyle said.
Sholtoµàİ s head drooped, hiding his
face in a curtain of that w hite hair. I w as
close enough to hear him  crying, though
so softly that I doubted anyone else
w ould hear it. I pretended not to notice,
as w as only respectful for a king.

Segna reached out to him . She spoke in a
voice thick and bubbling w ith her ow n



blood, µàİ M y lord,m ercy

.µàİ
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H e raised his face, but kept his hair like
a shield on either side, so only I,
kneeling beside him , could see the tracks
of tears on his face. H is voice cam e
clear and unem otional; you w ould never
have know n the pain in his eyes from
that voice. µàİ D o you ask for healing, or
for death, Segna?µàİ

µàİ H ealing,µàİ  she m anaged to say.



H e shook his head. µàİ G et her off the
bones.µàİ  H e looked at Fyfe. µàİ G o
help them .µàİ

Fyfe hesitated for a m om ent then slid,
carefully, dow n the slope to join his
brother in the still, thick w ater. The three
of them  m anaged to slide Segna free of
m ost of the bones. O ne of them  seem ed
caught on Segnaµàİ s ow n ribs, and
A gnes snapped that spine so that they
could low er her into their arm s. She w as
w rithing in pain, and coughing blood.

A gnes raised a tearstained face. µàİ W e
are not the people w e once w ere, K ing
Sholto. She dies.µàİ

Segna reached a shaking hand out to



him .µàİ M ercy.µàİ

µàİ W e cannot save you, Segna. I am
sorry,µàİ  said Sholto, for it now  seem ed
clear that this w as the case.
µàİ M ercy,µàİ  she said again.

A gnes said, µàİ There is m ore than one
kind of m ercy, Sholto. W ould you leave
her to a slow  death?µàİ  H er voice
m anaged to be both tear-choked and hot
w ith hatred. Such w ords should burn
com ing out. Sholto shook his head.

Ivarµàİ s high-pitched voice cam e. µàİ It
is your kill, Sholto.µàİ

µàİ Theirkillµàİ the kingµàİ s and the
princessµàİ s,µàİ  A gnes said, giving m e



a look of such venom  that I fought not to
flinch. If a look could still kill am ong us,
I w ould have died from  that look in her
eyes. She spat into the w ater.

µàİ She did not strike the blow , I did,µàİ
Sholto said as he cam e to his feet. H e
actually stum bled, and I caught him ,
helped him  stand. H e didnµàİ t jerk
aw ay, w hich let m e know  he w as badly
hurt. I could see the bleeding w ound that
Segna had m ade, but I didnµàİ t think it
w as that w ound that m ade m e
him stum ble . N or w as it the am putation
that w eakened him  now . There are
w ounds that never show  on the body that
are deeper and m ore hurtful than
anything that bleeds.



µàİ M y apologies, Sholto, but the hag is
right,µàİ  Ivarµàİ s high voice said
reluctantly, µàİ Segna bled you both. If
the princess w as not a w arrior, then she
w ould be free of this, but she is a sidhe
of theU nseelie C ourt , and all w ho claim
that are w arriors.µàİ

µàİ The princess has killed m ore than
once in challenge,µàİ  Fyfe said. µàİ If
she w ill not help finish Segna, then she
w ill never be acknow ledged as queen of
the sluagh,µàİ  A gnes said. She stroked
Segnaµàİ s face, a surprisingly gentle
gesture given her dagger-like talons. I
heard D oyle sigh. H e m oved close
enough to w hisper to m e, µàİ If you do
not help m ake this kill, A gnes w ill



spread the rum or that you are not a
w arrior.µàİ
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µàİ A nd that w ould m ean w hat?µàİ  I
w hispered back.

µàİ It could m ean that w hen you sit on
the throne of theU nseelie C ourt , the
sluagh w ill not com e to your call, for
they are a w arrior people. They w ill not
be led by som eone w ho is unbloodied in
battle.µàİ

µàİ Iµàİ ve been bloodied,µàİ  I said.



The num bness w as sliding aw ay, and
now  the pain w as sharp and tearing. The
w ound w as bleeding freely. W hat I
needed w as to get m edical attention, not
to w ade around in slim y w ater.
µàİ Iµàİ ll need a dose of antibiotics
after this.µàİ

µàİ W hat?µàİ  D oyle and Sholto both
asked.

µàİ Iµàİ m  m ortal. U nlike the rest of you,
I can get an infection, blood poisoning.
So after w e craw l around in that w ater,
Iµàİ ll need antibiotics.µàİ

µàİ You can truly catch all that?µàİ
Sholto asked.



µàİ Iµàİ ve had the flu, and m y father
m ade sure I had all m y childhood
im m unizationsµàİ he w asnµàİ t sure how
m uch I could w ithstand or heal.µàİ

Sholto gazed at m e, studying m y face.
µàİ Y ou are fragile.µàİ

I nodded. µàİ Yes, I am , by the standards
of faerie.µàİ  I looked up at D oyle.
µàİ You know , there are tim es w hen
Iµàİ m  not sure I w ant to be in charge
here.µàİ

µàİ D o you m ean that?µàİ

µàİ If there w as a better alternative than
m y cousin, yes, I m ean it. Iµàİ m  tired,
D oyle, tired. A s m uch as I w anted to



com e back hom e to faerie, Iµàİ m
beginning tom iss L.A . alm ost as m uch.
To put som e distance betw een m e and
all this killing.µàİ

µàİ I told you once, M eredith, that if I
could bear to give the court to Cel, I
w ould leave w ith you.µàİ

µàİ D arkness,µàİ  M istral said, µàİ you
cannot m ean that.µàİ

µàİ You have not been outside faerie
except for sm all trips. You have not seen
that there are w onders outside our
hills.µàİ  H e touched m y face. µàİ There
are som e w onders that w ill not fade
w hen w e leave here.µàİ



H e had told m e that he w ould give up
everything and follow  m e into
exile.Frost and he, both. W hen they first
thought that the queenµàİ s ring, a relic of
pow er, had chosen M istral as m y king
D oyle had broken dow n and said he
could not bear it, to w atch m e w ith
another. H e had pulled him self together
and rem em bered his duty, as Iµàİ d
rem em bered m ine. W ould-be queens and
kings did not run aw ay and hide, and
give their countries over to insane
tyrants like m y cousin Cel. H e w as
crazier than his m other, A ndais. I stared
up into D oyleµàİ s face and I w anted
him .W anted to run aw ay w ith him . Frost
cam e up beside us. I gazed at m y tw o
m en. I w anted to w rap them  around m e



like a blanket. I did not w ant to clim b
dow n into that stinking hole and w ade
through razor-sharp bones and dirty
w ater to kill som eone I hadnµàİ t m eant
to even hurt.

µàİ I donµàİ t w ant this kill.µàİ

µàİ It m ust be your choice,µàİ  D oyle
said softly.
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R hys joined us. µàİ If w eµàİ re talking
about running aw ay toL.A . perm anently,
can I com e, too?µàİ



I sm iled at him , touched his face.
µàİ Y es, you com e, too.µàİ

µàİ G ood, because once C elµàİ s on the
throne, theUnseelie C ourt w onµàİ t be
safe for anyone.µàİ

I closed m y eyes, rested m y forehead
against D oyleµàİ s bare chest for a
m inute. I pressed m y cheek against him ,
held him  tight, so I could listen to the
slow , steady beat of his heart. A beloec,
w ho had been quiet, spoke next to m y
face: µàİ You have drunk deep of the
cup, of both cups, M eredith. W herever
you go, faerie w ill follow  you.µàİ

I looked at him , trying to hear all the
double m eanings in w hat heµàİ d said.



µàİ I donµàİ t w ant this kill.µàİ

µàİ Y ou m ust choose,µàİ  A beloec said.

I clung to D oyle for a m om ent m ore,then
tore m yself aw ay. I forced m yself to
stand straight, shoulders back, though the
shoulder Segna had torn ached and stung.
If m y body didnµàİ t heal itself, Iµàİ d
need stitches. If w e could ever get back
to theUnseelie C ourt , there w ere healers
w ho could fix m e up. B ut it w as as if
som ething, or som eone, didnµàİ t w ant
m e getting back there. I didnµàİ t think it
w as political enem ies, eitherµàİ I w as
beginning to feel the hand of deity
pushing firm ly in m y back. Iµàİ d w anted
the G oddess and the G od to m ove am ong
us againµàİ all of us had w anted that. But



I w as beginning to realize that w hen the
gods m ove, you either get out of the w ay
or get sw ept along for the ride. I
w asnµàİ t sure getting out of the w ay w as
an option for m e.

I caught the faintest scent of apple
blossom s, a sm allµàİ w hat?W arning,
reassurance? The fact that I w asnµàİ t
sure if it w as a w arning of danger or a
spiritual em brace pretty m uch sum m ed
up m y feelings about being the
G oddessµàİ s instrum ent: B e careful
w hat you w ish for.

I looked at Sholto, w ith his w ound
seeping blood onto his bandages. H e and
I had both w anted to belong, truly



belong, to the sidhe. To be honored and
accepted am ong them . Look w here it had
gotten us. I held m y hand out to him , and
he took it. H e took it, and squeezed it
tight. Even in all this horror and death, I
felt in that one touch how  m uch it m eant
to him  to touch m e at all. Som ehow , the
fact that he still w anted m e so m uch
m ade it all the w orse.

µàİ I tried to share life w ith you,
M eredith, but I am  K ing of the Sluagh,
and death is all I have to offer.µàİ

I squeezed his hand. µàİ W e are both
sidhe, Sholto, and that is a thing of life.
W e are U nseelie sidhe, and that is a
thing of death, but Rhys rem inded m e
w hat Iµàİ d forgotten.µàİ



µàİ W hat had you forgotten?µàİ

µàİ That the deities am ong us w ho
brought death also once brought life. W e
are not m eant to be split apart like this.
W e are not light and dark, evil and good;
w e are both and neither. W e have all
forgotten w hat w e are.µàİ

µàİ W hat I am  in this m om ent,µàİ  said
Sholto, µàİ is a m an w ho is about to slay
a w om an w ho w as m y lover, and m y
friend. I can think of nothing beyond this
m om entµàİ as if w hen she dies at m y
hand, I w ill die w ith her.µàİ
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I shook m y head. µàİ You w onµàİ t die,
but you m ay w ish you could, for a
m om ent.µàİ

µàİ O nly for a m om ent?µàİ  he asked.

µàİ Life is a selfish thing,µàİ  I said.
µàİ If you pass through the sorrow ,
outrun the horror, you w ill begin to w ant
to live again. You w ill be glad you
didnµàİ t die.µàİ

H e sw allow ed hard enough for m e to
hear it. µàİ I donµàİ t w ant to pass
through this.µàİ



µàİ Iµàİ ll help you.µàİ

H e alm ost sm iled, and it w as like a
ghost flitting across his face. µàİ I think
youµàİ ve helped enough.µàİ  W ith that
he let go of m y hand and eased him self
over the edge, using his good hand to
keep him self from  sliding through the
bones.

I didnµàİ t look back at anyone. I just
eased m yself over the edge and
follow ed. Looking back w ouldnµàİ t
m ake m e feel better. Looking back
w ould sim ply m ake m e w ant to ask for
help. Som e things you have to do
yourself. Som etim es w hat it m eans to
lead is sim ply that you canµàİ t ask for
help. I found that the bones w erenµàİ t



sharp on every pointµàİ it w as m ostly the
spines on the tops that w ere vicious. I
grasped softer, rounder-looking bones,
using them  as handholds. It took all m y
concentration to get dow n to the w ater
w ithout losing m y grip or cutting m y
hand.

The w ater w as surprisingly w arm , like
bathw ater. The soil underneath it w as
soft, and m ushy, silt rather than m ud. The
footing w as uncertain, and again I let
m yself sink into concentration on the task
at hand. I focused on finding footing,
avoiding anything that felt like a bone. I
did not w ant to think about w hat I w as
about to do.



Segna had tried to kill m e tw ice now ,
but I couldnµàİ t hate her. It w ould have
been so m uch easier if I could have
hated her.

µàİ

CH A PTER  13

IF I H A D N µàİ T B EEN  A FR A ID  O F
G ETTIN G  STA BBED  O N  TH E
BO N ES,I w ould have sw um  out to
w here Sholto and A gnes stood holding
Segna. The other tw o guards, Ivar and
Fyfe, w ere still in the w ater, still close,
but not holding the fallen w om an. The
w ater reached to m y shoulders, stinging
in the claw  m arks that Segna had m ade
on m e, and plenty deep enough to sw im



in, if it hadnµàİ t hidden those bones
beneath its surface. M y blood trailed
into the black w ater, lost.

Sholto w as cradling Segnaµàİ s head and
upper body as w ell as he could w ith
only one good arm . A gnes w as still
beside him , helping hold her sister hag
above the w ater. I stum bled on the soft
bottom  and w ent under. I cam e up
sputtering.

A gnesµàİ s voice cam e clear to m e as
she said to Sholto, µàİ H ow  can you
w ant that w eak thing? H ow  can that be
w hat you w ant?µàİ

I heard earth sliding, w ater m oving. I
turned to find D oyle and Frost in the
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A gnes yelled, µàİ It is her kill or she
w ill never be queen.µàİ

µàİ W e do not com e to kill for her,µàİ
D oyle said.

Frost said, µàİ W e com e to guard her, as
your kingµàİ s guard protects him .µàİ
H is face w as an arrogant m ask. H is pale,
expensive suit soaked up the dirty w ater.
H is long silver hair trailed in the w ater.
Som ehow , he seem ed m ore dirtied by
the w ater than anyone else, as if it
spoiled his w hite-and-silver beauty



m ore grievously.

D oyleµàİ s blackness just seem ed to m elt
into the w ater. The fact that his long
braid trailed in the w ater didnµàİ t
bother him . The only thing he w orried
about keeping clean w as his gun.
M odern guns shoot just fine w et, but
heµàİ d begun using firearm s w hen dry
pow der m eant life or death, and old
habits die hard. I w aited for them  to
reach m e, because I w anted the com fort
of their presence w hile I did this. W hat I
really w anted to do w as fall into their
arm s and start scream ing. I didnµàİ t
w ant to kill anym oreµàİ I w anted life for
m y people. I w anted to bring life back to
faerie, not death. N ot death. I w aited,



and let their hands give m e solace. Let
them  lift m e above the soft, treacherous
bottom  and guide m e through the w ater. I
didnµàİ t collapse against them , but I let
m yself take courage from  the strength of
their hands.

A  bone brushed m y leg. µàİ Bone,µàİ  I
said.

µàİ A ridge of bone, by the feel of it,µàİ
D oyle said.

µàİ A re you hoping Segna dies before
you get here?µàİ  A gnesasked, voice
derisive. The tears shining on her face
m ade m e discount the tone. She w as
losing som eone she had lived w ith,
fought beside, loved, for centuries.



Sheµàİ d hated m e before this; now
sheµàİ d hate m e even m ore. I did not
w ant her as m y enem y, but it seem ed as
if no m atter w hat I did, I couldnµàİ t
avoid it. µàİ Iµàİ m  trying not to share
her fate,µàİ  I said.

µàİ I hope you do,µàİ  A gnes said.

Sholto, tears plain on his face, looked at
her. µàİ If you ever raise a hand to
M eredith again, I w ill be done w ith
you.µàİ

A gnes stared at him , searched his face,
as she held Segnaµàİ s body. She stared
into the face of the m an she loved.
W hatever she saw  there m ade her bow
her head. µàİ I w ill do as m y king



bids.µàİ  The w ords w ere bitter; it
seem ed to tighten m y ow n throat just to
hear them . They m ust have burned in
A gnesµàİ s throat. µàİ Sw ear it,µàİ
Sholto said.

µàİ W hat oath w ould you have of
m e?µàİ  she asked, head still bow ed.
µàİ The oath that M eredith gave, that
w ill do.µàİ

She shivered, and it w asnµàİ t from  cold.
µàİ I sw ear by the darkness that eats all
things that I w ill not harm  the princess
here and now .µàİ

µàİ N o,µàİ  Sholto said, µàİ sw ear that
you w ill never harm  her.µàİ
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She bow ed low er, dry black hair trailing
into the w ater. µàİ I cannot m ake that
oath, m y king.µàİ

µàİ W hy can you not?µàİ

µàİ Because I m ean her harm .µàİ

µàİ You w ill not sw ear to never hurt
her?µàİ  H e sounded surprised. µàİ I w ill
not; cannot.µàİ

Ivar of the bird voice said, µàİ M ay I
suggest, Your H ighness, that she sw ear



the oath to not harm  the princess now , so
w e can all m ove about freely. W e can
deal w ith her treachery later, once
w eµàİ ve dealt w ith the urgencies of the
present m om ent.µàİ

Sholto clutched Segna to him , and her
yellow ed hands w ith their broken claw s
grasped at him . µàİ You are right,µàİ  he
said. H e looked at A gnes, w ho w as still
bent over the w ater and Segnaµàİ s body.
µàİ M ake w hat oath you w ill, A gnes.µàİ

She straightened up, the w ater stream ing
from  her hair. µàİ I sw ear by the
darkness that eats all things that I w ill
not harm  the princess in this m om ent.µàİ

µàİ M ay I suggest som ething, K ing



Sholto?µàİ  D oyle asked.

µàİ Yes,µàİ  Sholto answ ered, though his
eyes w ere on the dying w om an in his
arm s. µàİ Black A gnes should add to her
oath that she w ill not harm  the princess
w hile w e are here in your garden.µàİ

Sholto just nodded and w hispered,
µàİ D o as he says, A gnes.µàİ

µàİ D o the sidhe guards give orders to
our king now ?µàİ  she said. µàİ D o it,
A gnes!µàİ  he scream ed at her, and the
scream  ended in a sob. H e folded his
body over Segna and w ept openly.

She glared at m e, not D oyle, w hile she
spoke, and each w ord seem ed dragged



out of her. µàİ I sw ear by the darkness
that eats all things that I w ill not harm
the princess w hile w e stand in the dead
gardens.µàİ

µàİ I think that is as good as w e get from
her,µàİ  Frost said, voice low . D oyle
nodded.µàİ A ye.µàİ

They both looked at m e, as if they knew
this w as a bad idea. I addressed their
look aloud. µàİ Thereµàİ s no w ay
around this, only through it. W e have to
live through this m om ent to get to the
next.µàİ

Sholto raised his face enough to say,
µàİ Segna w ill not live through this
m om ent.µàİ



H e hadnµàİ t been this upset inLos
A ngeles w hen Iµàİ d done som ething
m uch m ore horrible to N erys the G rey,
his other hag. I didnµàİ t point this out,
but I couldnµàİ t help noting it. They had
both been his loversµàİ but then again, I
knew  better than m ost that you donµàİ t
feel for your lovers all the sam e. Segna
Page 78

Laurell K. Hamilton: Meredith Gentry
05 Mistral's Kiss

m eant som ething to him , and N erys had
not.Sim ple, painful, true. I looked past
the dying hag to B lack A gnes, w ho
w atched Sholto intently. I realized in that
m om ent that she didnµàİ t just w eep for



Segnaµàİ s death, but like m e
rem em bered that he hadnµàİ t w ept for
N erys. W as she w ondering if he w ould
w eep for her? O r did she already know
that he had loved Segna m ore? I
w asnµàİ t sure, but I could tell it w as a
raw  and painful thought that cut across
her features. She stared at the w eeping
king, and her thoughts carved loss across
her face. She w ould not com e out of this
nightµàİ s w ork sim ply m ourning Segna.

She seem ed to feel the w eight of m y
gaze, because she turned. She looked at
m e, the grief in her face changing into a
fine, burning hatred. I saw  m y death in
her eyes. A gnes w ould kill m e, if she
could. D oyleµàİ s hand tightened on m y



arm . Frost stepped over the bones in
front of us, hidden by the w ater, and put
his broad shoulders in the w ay of
A gnesµàİ s look, as if her look alone
could som ehow  hurt m e. That tim e w as
past. But there w ould be m ore nights,
and m ore w ays of m aking one m ortal
princess dead. µàİ She has given her
oath,µàİ  Sholto said in a choked voice.
µàİ It is all w e can do tonight.µàİ  That
last w as som e acknow ledgm ent that he
saw  w hat w e saw  in A gnesµàİ s face.
Iµàİ d liked to have believed that he
could keep a tight enough rein on the
hag, but her look said there w ould not be
a leash of honor, or love, stronger than
her hate.



I didnµàİ t w ant to kill Segna, didnµàİ t
w ant to end her life w hile Sholto w ept
for her. A nd now  I knew  that I m ust also
kill A gnes or sheµàİ d see m e dead. I
m ight not do the deed m yself, and it
m ight not happen today, but I w ould have
to call for her death. She w as too
dangerous, too w ell placed am ong the
sluagh to be allow ed to live.

A s I let the thought com e all the w ay up
to the front of m y m ind, I didnµàİ t know
w hether to laugh, or w eep. I didnµàİ t
w ant to kill one hag, and had hated
killing the first, yet I w as already
planning the death of the third. Frost and
D oyle lifted m e over the hidden ridge of
bones. They half floated m e to Sholto,



w here he cried over the hag. They tried
to let m e go, but I sank to m y chin w hen
they released m e. They grabbed m e in
the sam e m om ent, both fishing m e higher
above the black w ater.

µàİ She m ust stand on her ow n tw o feet
for this kill,µàİ  A gnes said, her voice
holding som e of the deadly heat of her
look.

µàİ I donµàİ t know  if Iµàİ m  tall
enough,µàİ  I said.

µàİ I have to agree w ith the hag,µàİ  Fyfe
said. µàİ The princess m ust stand on her
ow n for the kill to be hers.µàİ

Frost and D oyle exchanged glances, still



holding m e betw een them . µàİ Let m e
dow n slow ly,µàİ  I said. µàİ I think I can
touch bottom .µàİ

They did w hat I asked. If I kept m y chin
pointed up, I could just barely keep the
dirty w ater out of m y m outh. µàİ W e
have no w eapons w ith us that w ill kill
the im m ortal,µàİ  D oyle said. µàİ N or
w e,µàİ  Ivar said.

Sholto looked at m e, his face raw  w ith
grief, and I fought to m eet that look. H e
m oved, and a tiny w ave Page 79
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slapped m y face. I began treading w ater,



so I could keep m y head above the
surface. A s I did so, m y leg brushed
som ethingµàİ I thought it w as a bone, but
it m oved. It w as Segnaµàİ s arm , lim p in
the w ater. M y leg brushed it again, and
the arm  convulsed.

µàİ The bones are a killing thing,µàİ  I
said.

Then Segna said in a rattling voice, thick
w ith things that should never be in the
throat of the living, µàİ K iss m e
oneµàİ lastµàİ tim e.µàİ

Sholto leaned over her w ith a sob.

Ivar m oved everyone back to give us
room . H e m ade certain that A gnes



m oved back, too, w hich m eant that
Segnaµàİ sbody began to sink below  the
w ater. I m oved forw ard, tried to help
catch her, as I treaded w ater. I got a
hand on her body, felt the w eight of her
cloak w rap around m y legs. I felt her
tense a heartbeat before her arm , w hich
w as behind m e now , sw ept forw ard. I
had tim e to turn and put both hands on
her arm , to keep the claw s from  m y side.

µàİ M erry!µàİ  D oyle yelled.

I had tim e to see her other arm  sw eeping
up behind m e. I let go of the arm  I w as
already fending off, and tried to sw eep
the second arm  aw ay from  m e.
Segnaµàİ s body rolled under the w ater,
and took m e w ith her. µàİ



CH A PTER 14

I H A D  TIM E TO  TA K E A
BREATH ,TH EN  W E W ER E
UN D ERW ATER.Segnaµàİ s face
loom ed under the dirty w ater. H er m outh
opened, scream ing at m e, blood
blossom ing from  her m outh. M y hands
dug desperately into her arm s, too sm all
to encircle them , as I forced them  aw ay
from  m e and she dragged m e deeper into
the w ater.

Too late I realized that there w ere other
w ays to kill m e than claw sµàİ she w as
trying to im pale m e on subm erged bone.
I kicked m y feet to stay above the bone,
to not let her spit m e upon it. The point



of bone held m e on its tip, and I kicked
and pushed to keep it from  piercing m y
skin. Segna pushed and fought against
m e. The strength in her arm s and body
w as alm ost too m uch for m e. She w as
w ounded, dying, and it w as all I could
do to keep her from  killing m e.

M y chest w as tight; I needed to breathe.
C law s, bones, and even the w ater itself
could kill. If I couldnµàİ t push her off
m e, all she had to do w as sim ply hold
m e underw ater. I prayed, µàİ G oddess
help m e!µàİ

A  pale hand shone in the w ater, and
Segna w as pulled backw ard, m y grip on
her arm s pulling m e w ith her. W e broke
the surface together, both of us gasping



for breath. H er breath ended in a
spattering cough that covered m y face in
her blood. For a m om ent I couldnµàİ t
see w ho had pulled her back. I had to
blink her blood out of m y eyes to see
Sholto w ith his arm  across her upper
body. H e held her one-arm ed and yelled,
µàİ G et out, M eredith,get out!µàİ

I did w hat he said: I let her go and
pushed backw ard, trusting that there
w ere no bones just behind m e. Segna
didnµàİ t try to catch m e. She used her
new ly freed hands to claw  dow n
Sholtoµàİ s arm , m aking a Page 80
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crim son ruin of his w hite flesh.

I treaded w ater, looking around for
D oyle and Frost, and the others. There
w ere no others. I w as paddling in a
lakeµàİ a deep, cold lakeµàİ no longer
the shallow , stagnant pool w eµàİ d been
w ading in before. There w as a sm all
island close at hand, but the shore w as
far aw ay, and it w as not a shore I knew .
I scream ed, µàİ D oyle!µàİ  But there w as
no answ er. In truth, I hadnµàİ t expected
one, for I could already see that w e w ere
either in a vision, or som ew here else in
faerie. I didnµàİ t know  w hich, and I
didnµàİ t know  w here. Sholto cried out
behind m e. I turned in tim e to see him  go
under in a w ash of red. Segna struck at



the w ater w here heµàİ d vanished w ith
the dagger from  her belt. D id she realize
it w as him  she attacked now , or did she
still think she w as killing m e?

I scream ed, µàİ Segna!µàİ

The sound seem ed to reach her, because
she hesitated. She turned in the w ater
and blinked at m e. I pushed m yself high
enough out of the w ater so she could see
m e. Sholto had not yet resurfaced. Segna
scream ed at m e, the sound ending in a
w et cough. Blood poured dow n her chin,
but she started m oving tow ard m e.

I scream ed, µàİ Sholto!µàİ  hoping Segna
w ould realize w hat sheµàİ d done and
turn back to rescue him . But she kept



sw im m ing, w eakly, tow ard m e.

µàİ H e is only w hite flesh now ,µàİ  she
grow led, in that too thick, too w et voice.
µàİ H e is only sidhe, not sluagh.µàİ

So m uch for her helping
Sholtoµàİ obviously it w as up to m e. I
took a good breath and dived. The w ater
w as clearer here, and I saw  Sholto like a
pale shadow  sinking tow ard the bottom ,
blood trailing upw ard in a cloud. I
scream ed his nam e, and the sound
echoed through the w ater. H is body
jerked, and just then som ething grabbed
m y hair and yanked m e upw ard.

Segna pulled m e through the w ater. I
could see that she w as m aking for the



bare island. M y naked back hit the rocks,
scraped along them , as she struggled
from  the lake. She pulled m e w ith her,
until both of us w ere free of the w ater.
She lay panting on the rock, her hand
still tangled in m y hair. I tried to ease
aw ay from  that hand, but it convulsed
tighter, w renching m y hair as if she
m eant to take it out by the roots. She
started dragging m e closer to w here she
lay.

I fought to get up on all fours so she
w ouldnµàİ t scrape m ore of m y skin off
on the bare rock. In order to do so, I had
to take m y gaze off her for an instant.

It w as a m istake. She jerked m e dow n
w ith that strength that could have torn a



horse apart.Jerked m e dow n, onto m y
stom ach. I w edged an arm  under m y
body to keep m e off the rocks. Then I
saw  that she still held the dagger. She
pressed it to m y cheek. I gazed at her
along the line of the blade. She w as
lying dow n, alm ost flat against the rocks.

µàİ Iµàİ ll scar you,µàİ  she said.
µàİ Ruin that pretty face.µàİ

µàİ Sholto is drow ning.µàİ
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µàİ The sluagh cannot die by w ater. If he



is sidhe enough to drow n, then let
him .µàİ

µàİ H e loves you,µàİ  I said.

She m ade a harsh sound that spattered
her chin w ith m ore blood. µàİ N ot as
m uch as he loves the thought of sidhe
flesh in his bed.µàİ

I couldnµàİ t argue w ith that.

The tip of her blade w avered above m y
cheek. µàİ H ow  m uch sidhe are you?
H ow  w ell do you heal?µàİ

I thought it w as a rhetorical question, so
I didnµàİ t answ er it. W ould she die of
her w ounds before she hurt m e, or w ould



she heal?

She coughed blood onto the stones, and
it w as as if she w ondered the sam e thing.
She used her grip on m y hair to force m e
onto m y back, dragging m e closer as she
did it. I couldnµàİ t stop herµàİ I could
not fight against such strength. She
craw led on top of m e and put her blade
tip over m y throat. I grabbed her hand,
w rapped both m y hands around it, and
still trem bled w ith the effort to hold her
off m e. µàİ So w eak,µàİ  she gasped
above m e. µàİ W hy do w e follow  the
sidhe? If I w ere not dying, you could not
hold m e off.µàİ

M y voice cam e out tight w ith strain as I
said, µàİ Iµàİ m  only part sidhe.µàİ



µàİ B ut youµàİ re sidhe enough for him  to
w ant you,µàİ  she grow led. µàİ G low  for
m e, sidhe! Show  m e that precious Seelie
m agic. Show  m e the m agic that m akes us
follow  the sidhe.µàİ

H er w ords w ere fatal. She w as right. I
had m agic. M agic that no one else had. I
called m y hand of blood. A s I sum m oned
it, I tried not to think about the fact that I
could have done it soonerµàİ before she
hurt Sholto. I w ielded the hand of blood.
I could have m ade her bleed out from
just a tiny cut, and these w ere not tiny
cuts. I started to glow  under the press of
her body. M y body shone through the
blood she w as dripping on m e. I



w hispered, µàİ N ot Seelie m agic,
Segna,U nseelie m agic. B leed for m e.µàİ

She didnµàİ t understand at first. She
kept trying to shove the blade into m y
throat, and I kept holding her just off m e.
She dug her hand into m y hair so that her
claw s raked m y scalp, bloodied m e. I
called blood, and her w ounds gushed.

The blood poured over m e, hotµàİ hotter
than m y ow n skin. I turned m y head aw ay
to keep m y eyes clear of it. M y hands
grew  slippery w ith her blood, and I w as
afraid that her knife w ould slip past m y
defenses before I could bleed her out. So
m uch blood; it poured and poured and
poured. Could a night-hag bleed to
death?



C ould they even be killed this w ay? I
didnµàİ t know , I just didnµàİ t know .
The tip of her knife pierced m y skin like
a sharp bite. M y arm s w ere shaking w ith
the effort to keep her off m e. I scream ed,
µàİ B leed for m e!µàİ  I spat her blood
out of m y m outh, and still her knife
w orm ed another fraction into m y throat.
B arely, barely below  the skinµàİ I
w asnµàİ t hurt yet, but I w ould be soon.
Then her hand hesitated, pulled
backw ard. I blinked up at her through a
m ask ofher ow n blood. H er eyes w ere
w ide and startled. There w as a w hite
spear sticking out through her throat.
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Sholto stood above her, bandages gone,
his w ound bare to the air, both hands
gripping the spear. H e pulled the spear
out w ith a w renching m otion. A  fountain
of blood spilled out of her neck. I
w hispered, µàİ B leed.µàİ

She collapsed in a pool of crim son, the
knife still clasped in her hand. Sholto
stood over her and drove the w hite spear
into her back.She spasm ed underneath
him , her m outh opening and closing,
hands and feet scrabbling at the bare
rock. O nly w hen she stopped m oving
com pletely did he take the spear out. H e



stood sw aying, but used the tip to send
her dagger spinning into the lake. Then
he collapsed to his knees beside her,
leaning on the spear like a crutch.

By the tim e I staggered to him , I
w asnµàİ t glow ing. I w as tired, and hurt,
and covered in m y enem yµàİ s blood. I
fell to m y knees beside him  on the
bloody rock, and I touched his shoulder,
as if I w asnµàİ t sure he w as real. µàİ I
saw  you drow n,µàİ  I said.

H e seem ed to have trouble focusing on
m e, but said, µàİ I am  sidhe and sluagh.
W e cannot die by drow ning.µàİ  H e
coughed hard enough that he doubled
over, throw ing up w ater onto the rock,
as he clung to the w hite shaft of the



spear. µàİ B ut it hurts as if it w ere
death.µàİ

I em braced him , and he w inced, covered
in w ounds new  and old. I held him  m ore
carefully, clinging to him , covering his
upper body in Segnaµàİ s blood.

H is voice cam e rough w ith coughing.
µàİ Iµàİ m  holding the spear of bone. It
w as one of the signs of kingship once for
m y people.µàİ

µàİ W here did it com e from ?µàİ  I asked.

µàİ It w as in the bottom  of the lake,
w aiting for m e.µàİ

µàİ W here are w e?µàİ  I asked.



µàİ Itµàİ s theIslandofB ones . It used to
be in the m iddle of our garden, but it has
becom e the stuff of legend.µàİ

I touched w hat Iµàİ d thought w as rock,
and found he w as right. It w as rock, but
the rock had once been bone. The island
w as m ade up of fossils. µàİ It feels
aw fully solid for a legend,µàİ  I said. H e
m anaged a sm ile. µàİ W hat in the nam e
of D anu is going on, M eredith? W hat is
happening?µàİ

I sm elled roses, thick and sw eet.

H e raised his head, looked around him .
µàİ I sm ell herbs.µàİ

µàİ I sm ell roses,µàİ  I said, softly.



H e looked at m e.µàİ W hat is happening,
M eredith? H ow  did w e get here?µàİ

µàİ I prayed.µàİ

H e frow ned at m e. µàİ I donµàİ t
understand.µàİ
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The sm ell of roses grew  thicker, as if I
w ere standing in a sum m er m eadow . A
chalice appeared in m y hand, w here it
lay against Sholtoµàİ s naked back.

H e startled aw ay from  the touch of it as



if it had burned him . H e tried to turn too
quickly, and it m ust have pained the
open w ound on his stom ach, for he
w inced, sucking in his breath sharply.
H e fell back onto his side, the spear still
gripped in one hand.

I held up the gold-and-silver cup so that
it caught the light. It w as really only then
that it sank in that there w as light here. It
w as sunlight, glinting on the cup, and
w arm  on m y skin. For m y life, I
couldnµàİ t rem em ber if there had been
sun a m om ent ago. I m ight have asked
Sholto, but he w as focused on w hat w as
in m y hand, and w hispered, µàİ It
canµàİ t be w hat I think it is.µàİ

µàİ It is the chalice.µàİ



H e gave a sm all shake of his
head.µàİ H ow ?µàİ

µàİ I dream t of it, as I dream t of
A beloecµàİ s horn cup, and w hen I w oke
it w as beside m e.µàİ

H e leaned heavily on the spear, and
reached tow ard the shining cup. I held it
out tow ard him , but his fingers stopped
just short of it, as if he feared to touch it.

H is reluctance rem inded m e that things
could happen if I touched one of the m en
w ith the chalice. B ut w erenµàİ t w e in
vision? A nd if so, w ould that hold true?
I looked at Segnaµàİ s body, felt her
blood drying on m y skin. W as this



vision, or w as it real?

µàİ A nd is not vision real?µàİ  cam e a
w om anµàİ s voice.

µàİ W ho said that?µàİ  Sholto asked.

A  figure appeared. She w as hidden
com pletely behind the grey of a hooded
cloak. She stood in the clear sunlight, but
it w as like looking at a shadow µàİ a
shadow  w ith nothing to give it form .
µàİ D o not fear the touch of the
G oddess,µàİ  the figure said.

µàİ W ho are you?µàİ  Sholto w hispered.

µàİ W ho do you think I am ?µàİ cam e the
voice. In the past, she had alw ays either



appeared m ore solid or been only a
voice, a scent on the w ind.

Sholto licked his lips and w hispered,
µàİ G oddess.µàİ

M y hand rose of its ow n accord. I held
the chalice out to him , but it w as as if
som eone else w ere m oving m y hand.
µàİ Touch the chalice,µàİ  I w hispered.

H e kept his grip on the spear, leaning on
it, as he stretched out his other hand.
µàİ W hat w ill happen w hen I touch
it?µàİ

µàİ I donµàİ t know ,µàİ  I said.

µàİ Then w hy do you w ant m e to do



it?µàİ
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µàİ She w ants you to,µàİ  I said.

H e hesitated again w ith his fingers just
above the shining surface. The
G oddessµàİ s voice breathed around us
w ith the scent of sum m er roses:
µàİ Choose.µàİ

Sholto took in a sharp breath and blew  it
out, like a sprinter, then touched the gold
of the cup. I sm elled herbs, as if I had
brushed against a border of thym e and



lavender around m y roses. A  black-
cloaked figure appeared beside the grey.
Taller, broader of shoulders, and
som ehow µàİ even shrouded by the
cloakµàİ m ale. A s the cloak could not
hide the G oddessµàİ s fem ininity, so the
cloak could not hide the G odµàİ s
m asculinity. Sholtoµàİ s hand w rapped
around the chalice, covering m y hand
w ith his, so that w e both held the cup.
The voice cam e deep, and rich, and ever
changing. I knew  the voice of the G od,
alw ays m ale, but never the sam e.
µàİ You have spilled your blood, risked
your lives, killed on this ground,µàİ  he
intoned. That dark hood turned tow ard
Sholto, and for a m om ent I thought I saw
a chin, lips, but they changed even as I



saw  them . It w as dizzying. µàİ W hat
w ould you give to bring life back to your
people, Sholto?µàİ

µàİ A nything,µàİ  he w hispered.

µàİ B e careful w hat you offer,µàİ  the
G oddess said, and her voice, too, w as
every w om anµàİ s, and none. µàİ I w ould
give m y life to save m y people,µàİ
Sholto said.

µàİ I do not w ish to take it,µàİ  I
responded, because the G oddess had
offered m e a sim ilar choice once.
A m atheon had bared his neck for a
blade, so that life could return to the
land of faerie. I had refused, because
there w ere other w ays to give life to the



land. I w as descended from  fertility
deities, and I knew  w ell that blood w as
not the only thing that m ade the grass
grow .

µàİ This is not your choice,µàİ  she said
to m e. W as there a note of sorrow  in her
voice?

A dagger appeared in the air in front of
Sholto. Its hilt and blade w ere all w hite,
and gleam ed oddly in the light.
Sholtoµàİ s hand left the chalice and
grabbed for the knife, alm ost by reflex.
µàİ The hilt is bone. It is the m atch to the
spear,µàİ  Sholto said, and there w as
soft w onder in his voice as he gazed at
the dagger. µàİ D o you rem em ber w hat
the dagger w as used for?µàİ  said the



G od. µàİ It w as used to slay the old king.
To spill his blood on this island,µàİ
Sholto replied obediently.

µàİ W hy?µàİ  the G od asked.

µàİ This dagger is the heart of the sluagh,
or w as once.µàİ

µàİ W hat does a heart need?µàİ

µàİ B lood, and lives,µàİ  Sholto
answ ered, as if he w ere taking a test.
µàİ You spilled blood and life on the
island, but it is not alive.µàİ

Sholto shook his head. µàİ Segna w as
not a suitable sacrifice for this place. It
needs a kingµàİ s blood.µàİ  H e held the



knife out tow ard the G odµàİ s shadow y
figure. µàİ Spill m y blood, take m y
life,bring the heart of the sluagh back to
life.µàİ
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µàİ You are the king, Sholto. If you die,
w ho w ill take back the spear, and bring
the pow er back to your people?µàİ

I knelt there, the blood grow ing tacky on
m y skin. I cradled the chalice in m y
hands, and had a bad feeling that I knew
w here this talk w as going.



Sholto low ered the knife and asked,
µàİ W hat do you w ant of m e, Lord?µàİ

The figure pointed at m e. µàİ There is
royal blood to spill. D oit, and the heart
of the sluagh w ill live once m ore.µàİ

Sholto stared at m e, the look on his face
full of shock. I w ondered if m y face had
looked that w ay w hen the choice had
been m ine. µàİ You m ean for m e to kill
M eredith?µàİ

µàİ She is royal blood, a fit sacrifice for
this place.µàİ

µàİ N o,µàİ  Sholto said.

µàİ You said you w ould do anything,µàİ



the G oddess said.

µàİ I can offer m y life, but I cannot offer
hers,µàİ  Sholto said. µàİ It isnµàİ t m ine
to give.µàİ  H is hand w as m ottled w ith
the force of his grip on the hilt of the
knife.

µàİ Y ou are king,µàİ  the G od said.

µàİ A king tends his people, he
doesnµàİ t butcher them .µàİ

µàİ You w ould condem n your people to
a slow  death for the life of one
w om an?µàİ

Em otions chased over Sholtoµàİ s face,
but finally he dropped the knife on the



rock. It rang as if it w ere the hardest
m etal rather than bone. µàİ I cannot, w ill
not harm  M eredith.µàİ

µàİ W hy w ill you not?µàİ

µàİ She is not sluagh. She should not
have to die to bring us back to life. It is
not her place.µàİ

µàİ If she w ishes to be queen over all of
faerie, then she w ill be sluagh.µàİ

µàİ Then let her be queen. If she dies
here, she w ill not be queen, and that w ill
leave us w ith only C el. I w ould bring
life back to the sluagh and destroy all of
faerie in one blow . She holds the
chalice.The chalice, m y lord. The



chalice after all these years is returned. I
do not understand how  you can ask m e to
destroy the only hope w e have.µàİ

µàİ Is she your hope, Sholto?µàİ  the G od
asked.

µàİ Yes,µàİ  he w hispered. There w as so
m uch em otion in that one w ord. The dark
figure looked at the grey. The G oddess
spoke. µàİ There is no fear in you,
M eredith.W hy not?µàİ

I tried to put it into w ords. µàİ Sholto is
right, m y lady. The chalice has returned
to us, and m agic is returning Page 86
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to the sidhe. You use m y body as your
vessel. I do not think you w ould w aste
all that on one bloody sacrifice.µàİ  I
glanced at Sholto. µàİ A nd I have felt his
hand in m ine. I have felt his desire for
m e. I think it w ould destroy som ething in
him  to kill m e. I do not believe m y G od
and G oddessso heartless as that.µàİ

µàİ D oes he love you then, M eredith?µàİ

µàİ I do not know , but he loves the idea
of holding m e in his arm s. That I
know .µàİ

µàİ D o you love this w om an, Sholto?µàİ
the G od asked.

Sholto opened his m outh, closed it,then



said, µàİ It is not a gentlem anµàİ s place
to answ er such questions in front of a
lady.µàİ

µàİ This is a place for truth, Sholto.µàİ

µàİ Itµàİ s all right, Sholto,µàİ  I said.
µàİ A nsw er true. I w onµàİ t hold it
against you.µàİ

µàİ Thatµàİ s w hat Iµàİ m  afraid of,µàİ
he said softly.

The look on his face m ade m e laugh. The
laughter echoed on the air like the song
of birds. µàİ Joy w ill suffice to bring this
place back to life,µàİ  the G oddess said.
µàİ If you bring life to this place w ith
joy, then you w ill change the very heart



of the sluagh. D o you understand that,
Sholto?µàİ  the G od said.

µàİ N ot exactly.µàİ

µàİ The heart of the sluagh is based on
death, blood, com bat, and terror.
Laughter, joy, and life w ill m ake a
different heart for the sluagh.µàİ

µàİ I am  sorry, m y lord, but I do not
understand.µàİ

µàİ M eredith,µàİ  the G oddess said,
µàİ explainit to him .µàİ  The G oddess
w as beginning to fade, like a dream  as
daw nµàİ s light steals through the
w indow .



µàİ I do not understand,µàİ  Sholto said.

µàİ You are sluagh and Unseelie
sidhe,µàİ  the G od said; µàİ you are a
creature of terror and darkness. It is
w hat you are, but it is not all you are.µàİ
W ith that, the dark shape began to fade,
too. Sholto reached out to him . µàİ W ait,
I donµàİ t understand.µàİ

The G od and G oddess vanished, as if
theyµàİ d never been, and the sunlight
dim m ed w ith them . W e w ere left in
gloom . It w as the tw ilight of the
underground of faerie these daysµàİ not
the aberration of the m om entous sunlight
that had bathed us m om ents ago.

Sholto yelled, µàİ M y G od, w ait!µàİ



µàİ Sholto,µàİ  I said. I had to say it
tw ice m ore before he looked at m e.
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H is face w as stricken. µàİ I donµàİ t
know  w hat they w ant from  m e. W hat am
I to do? H ow  do I bring the heart of m y
people back w ith joy?µàİ

I sm iled at him , the m ask of blood
cracking w ith it. I had to clean off this
m ess. µàİ O h, Sholto, you get your
w ish.µàİ

µàİ M y w ish?W hat w ish?µàİ



µàİ Let m e clean off som e of this blood
beforehand.µàİ

µàİ B efore w hat?µàİ

I touched his arm . µàİ Sex, Sholto, they
m eant sex.µàİ

µàİ W hat?µàİ  The look on his face, so
astonished, m ade m e laugh again. The
sound echoed across the lake, and again
I thought I heard birdsong.

µàİ D id you hear that?µàİ

µàİ I heard your laughter, like m usic.µàİ

µàİ This place is ready to com e back to
life, Sholto, but if w e use laughter and



joy and sex to m ake it happen, then it
w ill be a different place than it w as
before. D o you understand that?µàİ

µàİ Iµàİ m  not sure. W e are going to have
sex here, now ?µàİ

µàİ Yes. Let m e w ash off som e of the
blood, and then yes.µàİ  I w asnµàİ t sure
heµàİ d heard anything else Iµàİ d said.
µàİ H ave you seen the new  garden
outside the throne room  doors in the
U nseelie sithen?µàİ

H e seem ed to have to fight to
concentrate, but finally he nodded.
µàİ Itµàİ s a m eadow  w ith a stream  now ,
not the torture area the queen had m ade
of it.µàİ



µàİ Exactly,µàİ  I said. µàİ It w as a place
of pain and now  itµàİ s a m eadow  w ith
butterflies and bunnies. Iµàİ m  partSeelie
Court ,Sholto, do you understand w hat
Iµàİ m  saying? That part of m e w ill
im pact the m agic w e do here and
now .µàİ

µàİ W hat m agic w ill w e perform  here
and now ?µàİ  he asked, sm iling. H e w as
still leaning heavily on the spear, the
raw  w ound of w hat the Seelie had done
to him  bare to the air. Iµàİ d had enough
of m y ow n injuries to know  that just the
touch of air hurt w hen the skin w as
abraded. The bone knife lay next to
Sholtoµàİ s knees. Truthfully, Iµàİ d
thought it m ight vanish w hen the G od and



G oddess w entµàİ for he had refused to
use it for its true purpose. N evertheless,
Sholto w as still surrounded by m ajor
relics of the sluagh. H eµàİ d been visited
by deity. W e knelt in a place of legend,
w ith the possibility of bringing his
people to a rebirth of their pow ers. A nd
all he seem ed to be able to think of w as
the fact that w e m ight be having sex. I
looked in his face. I tried to see past the
alm ost shy anticipation there. H e seem ed
afraid to be too eager. H e w as a good
king, yet the prom ise of sex w ith another
sidhe had chased all the cautions from
his m ind. I could not allow  him  to leap
in, though, until I w as sure he understood
w hat m ight happen to his people. H e had
to understand orµàİ or w hat?



µàİ Sholto,µàİ  I said.
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H e reached out to m e. I took his hand to
keep him  from  touching m y face. µàİ I
need you to hear m e, Sholto, to truly hear
m e.µàİ

µàİ I w ill listen to anything you say.µàİ

H e w as w illing to follow  m y lead. Iµàİ d
noticed that about him  inL.A . µàİ that the
dom inant, frightening king of the sluagh
becam e subm issive in intim ate
situations. H ad B lack A gnes taught him



that, or Segna? O r w as he just w ired that
w ay?

I patted his hand, m ore friendly than
sexual. µàİ W hat I bring to sex m agic is
m eadow s and butterflies. Som e of the
corridors in the Unseelie m ound are
turning to w hite m arble w ith veins of
gold.µàİ

H is face becam e a little m ore serious,
less am used. µàİ Yes, the queen w as
m ost upset,µàİ  he said. µàİ She accused
you of rem aking her sithen in the im age
of theSeelie Court .µàİ

µàİ Exactly,µàİ  I said.

H is eyes w idened.



µàİ I didnµàİ t do it on purpose,µàİ  I
said. µàİ I donµàİ t control w hat the
energy does w ith the sithen. Sex m agic
isnµàİ t like other m agicksµàİ itµàİ s
w ilder, and has m ore a m ind of its
ow n.µàİ

µàİ The sluagh are w ild m agic,
M eredith.µàİ

µàİ Yes, but w ild sluagh and w ild Seelie
m agic arenµàİ t the sam e.µàİ

H e turned m y hand palm -up. µàİ You
bear the hand of flesh and the hand of
blood. Those are not Seelie pow ers.µàİ

µàİ N o. In com bat I seem  to be all
Unseelie, but in sex m agic it is the



Seelie in m y blood that com es out. D o
you understand w hat that m ight m ean for
your sluagh?µàİ

A ll the light seem ed to drain from  his
face, so som ber now . µàİ If w e have sex,
and the sluagh are reborn, you m ight
rem ake the sluagh in your im age.µàİ

µàİ Y es,µàİ  I said.

H e stared at m y hand as if heµàİ d never
seen it before. µàİ If I had taken your
life, then the sluagh w ould have
rem ained w hat they are: a terrible
darkness to sw eep all before us. If w e
use sex to bring life back to m y people,
then they m ay becom e m ore like the
sidhe, or even theSeelie sidhe.µàİ



µàİ Yes,µàİ  I said, µàİ yes.µàİ  I w as
relieved that he finally understood.
µàİ W ould it be so terrible if w e w ere
m ore sidhe?µàİ  H e alm ost w hispered it,
as if he spoke to him self. µàİ You are
their king, Sholto. O nly you can m ake
this choice for your people.µàİ

µàİ They w ould hate m e for m aking this
choice.µàİ  H e stared at m e. µàİ B ut w hat
other choice is there? I w ill not spill
your life aw ay, not even to bring life
back toall of m y kingdom .µàİ  H e closed
his eyes and let go of m y hand. H e began
to glow , soft, and w hite like the m oon
rising through his skin. H e opened his
eyes, and the triple gold of his irises
gleam ed. H e traced a glow ing fingertip



across the palm  of m y hand, and it drew
a line Page 89
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of cold w hite fire across m y skin. I
shuddered from  that sm all touch. H e
sm iled. µàİ I am  sidhe, M eredith. I
understand that now . I am  sluagh, too,
but I am  also sidhe. I w ant to be sidhe,
M eredith. I w ant to be fully sidhe. I w ant
to know  w hat it feels like to be w hat I
am .µàİ

I drew  m y hand back from  him , so I
could think w ithout the press of his
pow er against m y skin. µàİ You are king
here. You m ust m ake this choice.µàİ  M y



voice w as a little hoarse. µàİ It is no
choice,µàİ  he said.µàİ You dead, and
lost to all of faerieµàİ or you in m y
arm s? It is no choice.µàİ

H e laughed then, and his laughter, too,
echoed across the lake. I heard chim es,
or birds, or both. µàİ B esides, D arkness
and Frost w ould kill m e if I took you as
a sacrifice.µàİ

µàİ They w ould not slay the king of the
sluagh and bring w ar to faerie,µàİ  I
said. µàİ If you truly believe that their
loyalties are still to faerie rather than to
you alone, then you do not see their eyes
w hen they look at you. Their vengeance
w ould be terrible, M eredith. The fact
that there are still assassination attem pts



against you only show s that som e of the
sidhe do not yet understand how  short-
leashed the queen has kept D arkness and
Frost. Especially D arkness,µàİ  he said,
his voice going low . H is face looked
haunted. H e shook the thought aw ay and
looked back at m e. µàİ I have seen the
D arkness hunt. If H ell H ounds, Yeth
H ounds, still existed am ong us, they
w ould belong to the sluagh, to the w ild
hunt, and the blood of that w ild hunt still
runs through D oyleµàİ s veins,
M eredith.µàİ

µàİ So you do not kill m e for fear of
D oyle and Frost?µàİ

H e looked at m e, and for a m om ent let



the veil drop from  those glow ing eyes.
H e let m e see his need, such need, as if
it should have been carved in letters
across the air. µàİ It is not fear that
im pels m e to spare your life,µàİ  he
w hispered.

I gave him  a sm ile, and the chalice still
gripped in m y hand pulsed once against
m y skin. The chalice w ould be part of
w hat w e did. µàİ Let m e w ash som e of
this blood aw ay. Then I w ill put m y
glow  against yours.µàİ

H is ow n glow  began to fade a little, his
burning eyes cooling to as norm al as
they ever got. It w as hard to call his
triple-gold irises norm al, even by sidhe
standards, though. µàİ I am  hurt,



M eredith. I w ould have had our first
tim e together be perfect. Iµàİ m  not
certain how  m uch good Iµàİ m  going to
be to you tonight.µàİ

µàİ Iµàİ m  hurt, too,µàİ  I said, µàİ but
w eµàİ ll both do our best.µàİ  I stood up
and found m y body stiff w ith injuries I
hadnµàİ t even realized Iµàİ d
sufferedµàİ sm all w ounds that I m ust
have received in the fight. µàİ I w ill not
be able to m ake love the w ay you w ish
it,µàİ  he said. µàİ H ow  do you know
w hat I w ish?µàİ  I asked as I m ade m y
w ay slow ly across the rough and sm ooth
of the rock.

µàİ You had quite an audience for



M istralµàİ s turn w ith you. The rum ors
have grow n, but if even part of it is true,
I w ill not be able to dom inate you as he
did.µàİ

I slid into the w ater. It found every sm all
cut and scrape. The w ater w as cool and
soothing, but at the sam e tim e it m ade the
w ounds burn. µàİ I donµàİ t w ant to be
dom inated right now , Sholto. M ake love
to m eµàİ let it be gentle betw een us, if
that is w hat w e w ant.µàİ

H e laughed again, and I heard bells. µàİ I
think gentle is all Iµàİ m  capable of
tonight.µàİ
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µàİ I do not alw ays w ant rough, Sholto.
M y tastes are m ore varied than that.µàİ  I
w as shoulder-deep in the w ater now ,
trying to get the blood off m e. The blood
began to dissolve in the w ater, w ashing
aw ay alm ost m ore easily than it should
have.

µàİ H ow  varied are your tastes?µàİ  he
asked.

I sm iled at him . µàİ Very.µàİ  I dunked
under the w ater in a bid to get the blood
off m y face, out of m y hair. I cam e up
gasping, w iping the runnels of pinkish
w ater from  m y face. I w ent under tw o



m ore tim es until the w ater ran clear.

Sholto w as at the edge of the island
w hen I cam e up the last tim e. H e w as
standing, using the spear like a crutch.
The w hite knife w as tucked carefully
through the cloth of his pants, the w ay
youµàİ d stick a pin through: in, then out,
so the point w as exposed to the air. H e
offered m e his hand. I took it, though I
could have gotten out by m yself, and I
knew  that bending over m ust hurt him .
H e lifted m e out of the w ater, but his
eyes never got to m y face. H is gaze
stayed on m y body, m y breasts, as the
w ater ran dow n them . There are w om en
w ho w ould have taken offense, but I
w asnµàİ t one of them . In that m om ent he



w asnµàİ t a king, he w as a m anµàİ and
that w as just fine w ith m e. µàİ

CH A PTER  15

SH O LTO  LAY  N A K ED  BEFO R E M E.
Iµàİ D  N EV ER SEEN  H IM  LIK E
TH AT,lying naked, and w aiting,
know ing that w e didnµàİ t have to stop.

The first and only tim e Iµàİ d seen him
com pletely nude heµàİ d still had extras.
But he had used his ow n personal m agic
then to m ake his stom ach look like the
perfect six-pack abs. Even to the touch, I
hadnµàİ t been able to feel w hat Iµàİ d
know n w as there. H e w as very good at
personal glam our, but then heµàİ d spent
years hiding that bit of deform ity.



N ow  he lay back, using his ow n pants as
som e sm all cushion against the stone.
The Seelie had skinned him  from  just
below  his ribs to just above his groin.
Iµàİ d seen the w ound, but now  it
loom ed larger. The pain m ust have been
a fearsom e thing.

H e had laid the w hite spear and the bone
knife to one side of him . I had set the
chalice on the other side of him . W e
w ould m ake love betw een the chalice,
sym bol of the G oddess, and tw o sym bols
that w ere oh, so m asculine.

The air above his body w avered, like
heat off a road, and the next m om ent
there w as no w ound. H e w as back to
creating the illusion of that perfect six-



pack. O f all m y lovers, only Rhys had it
for real. µàİ You donµàİ t need to hide,
Sholto,µàİ  I said.

µàİ The look on your face is not the look
I w ant to see the first tim e w e m ake
love, M eredith.µàİ

µàİ Take the glam our aw ay, Sholto, let
m e truly see you.µàİ

µàİ It is no m ore beautiful than w hat used
to be there.µàİ  H is voice w as sad. I
touched the sm ooth skin of his shoulder.
µàİ You w ere beautiful. You are
beautiful.µàİ
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H e gave m e a sm ile as sad as his tone.
µàİ M eredith, no lies,please .µàİ

I studied his face. H e w as as fair of face
as Frost, w ho w as one of the m ost
perfect m en Iµàİ d ever seen. I said out
loud, µàİ The queen once called you the
m ost perfect sidhe body she had ever
seen. You are w ounded, you w ill heal; it
has not changed the perfection of
you.µàİ

µàİ The queen said that it w as a pity that
one of the m ost perfect sidhe bodies
sheµàİ d ever seen w as ruined by such
deform ity.µàİ



O kay, m aybe m entioning the queenµàİ s
w ords hadnµàİ t been a good idea. I tried
again. I craw led to his face and leaned
over to touch his lips w ith m ine. B ut it
w as a cold kiss, and he barely
responded. I drew  back. µàİ W hat is
w rong?µàİ

µàİ InLos A ngeles , even the sight of you
clothed hardened m y body. Tonight I am
w eak.µàİ

I gazed dow n the long length of his body
to find that he w as still soft, and as sm all
as he got. H e w as one of those m en that
w asnµàİ t truly sm all even w hen soft; a
show er, not a grow er. I had m agic in m e
that could bring a m an to life, as it w ere,
but it w as Seelie m agic. I w anted to use



less Seelie m agic in this union, not m ore.
A lthough Sholto had m ade the decision
to accept the risk, I feared for the sluagh.
I feared them  losing their identity as a
people.

O f course, there w ere other w ays to
bring a m an to life besides m agic. I
craw led, carefully, on the bare rocks,
until I knelt by his hip. µàİ You arenµàİ t
w eak, Sholto, youµàİ re hurt. There is no
sham e in that.µàİ

µàİ To see you nude and not to react is
sham eful.µàİ

I gave him  the sm ile he needed and said,
µàİ I think w e can fix that.µàİ



µàİ M agic?µàİ  he said, staring dow n his
body at m e.

I shook m y head. µàİ N o m agic, Sholto,
just this.µàİ  I traced m y hand over his
thighs, reveling in the sm ooth skin. The
fey didnµàİ t have m uch body hair, but I
think the fact that he w as part
nightflyerµàİ a creature that had no
hairµàİ m ade him  utterly sm ooth.Sm ooth
as a w om an and so soft, yet terribly m ale
from  the bottom s of his feet to the top of
his head. I traced along the inside of his
thighs and he spread them  for m e, so that
I could sw eep upw ard and touch the
silken skin betw een his legs. H e w as
still soft and loose as I rolled those
delicate balls in m y hand.



The touch bow ed his spine, sending his
head back, eyes closed. B ut w ith the
pleasure cam e a sound of pain. The
m ovem ent had hurt the butchered skin
across the m iddle of his body. W hat
progress Iµàİ d m ade w ilted in the face
of such pain.

H e threw  his arm  across his eyes and
m ade a sound betw een a sob and a yell.
µàİ I w ill be useless to you tonight,
M eredith. I w ill be useless to m y
people. I w ill not bring us back to life
w ith death, and I cannot bring us back
w ith life.µàİ

µàİ I w ould w ait until you w ere healed,
Sholto, if I could. B ut this night is about
bringing life back to faerie. C onsole



yourselfµàİ w e w ill have other nights, or
days. O ther tim es, after you are healed,
to do w hat w e w ant Page 92
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to do. Tonight, w e do w hat w e m ust.µàİ

H e uncovered his eyes and gazed dow n
at m e. H is face held such despair. µàİ I
canµàİ t think of any intercourse position
that isnµàİ t going to hurt you, and you
donµàİ t like pain,µàİ  I said.

µàİ I did not say I did not like pain, but
not this m uch.µàİ

I stored that aw ay for future reference.



µàİ I know . There are lim its for m ost of
us beyond w hich pain is just pain.µàİ

µàİ I am  sorry, M eredith, but I fear I
have reached that point w ith these
w ounds.µàİ

µàİ W eµàİ ll see,µàİ  I said. I leaned
back over his body until I could kiss the
front of him . I drew  him , gently, into m y
m outh. The only other tim e Iµàİ d had
him  in m y m outh he had been long and
hard, and eager. Tonight his body w as
quiet, loose, and still.

A t first, I w as alm ost im patient, but I let
that go. This w as not a m om ent for
im patience, or hurryingµàİ this w as
Sholtoµàİ s first tim e w ith another sidhe.



This w as one of his m ost treasured
dream s, and he w as com ing to it hurt,
and not at his best. H eµàİ d probably
fantasized this m om ent, and now  none of
his fantasies w as com ing true. R eality
w as a harsher m istress than im agination.

I let go of the im patience. I stopped
w ondering w hat D oyle and Frost and the
others m ust be thinking. I let go the
thought that m y pow ers w ere grow ing
and I had no idea w hat they w ould do
next. I let all the w orries go, and gave
m yself over to this m om ent. I gave
m yself over to the sensation of him  in m y
m outh. I had been denied the chance to
give oral sex to m ost of m y lovers. They
didnµàİ t w ant to risk spilling their seed



anyw here but betw een m y legs, w asting
a chance to father the next heir to the
throneµàİ a chance to m ake them selves
king to m y queen. I didnµàİ t blam e them ,
but I loved oral sex, and Iµàİ d m issed
perform ing it. The few  tim es Iµàİ d been
able to persuade anyone, he had already
been excitedµàİ big, hard, w hich w as a
pleasure all its ow nµàİ but I liked the
feel of a m an w hen he w as sm all.So
m uch easier to take all of him  in m y
m outh.N o straining, no fighting all that
length or w idth.

I rolled him  in m y m outh, sucking gently,
at first. B ut I w anted to enjoy all the
sensation I could w hile he rem ained
sm all, so I increased in intensity. I could



feel him  m oving in m y m outh, the skin
sliding,the m eat of him  so easy to w ork
w ith. I sucked him  fast and faster, until
he cried out, µàİ Enough, enough.µàİ

I m oved to the loose roll of his balls,
licking along the skin, sliding all that
silkiness betw een m y lips and tongue. I
w atched him  grow  larger as I played
w ith his balls. I rolled one testicle,
carefully, into m y m outh so I could play
w ith all of it. H e w as too big for m e to
try to take both in at the sam e tim e; it
w ould be too easy to injure such tender
parts. The last thing I w anted to do w as
cause him  any new  pain. H is eyes w ere
w ild as they looked dow n his body at
m e. The gold of his eyes started to



glow µàİ m olten gold in the center, am ber
shot through w ith sun, then a pale
yellow -gold like elm  leaves in fall. O ne
m om ent his eyes w ere all that glow ed,
and the next that light exploded dow n his
body, as if w hite light w ere liquid
running just under his skin. H is skin
glow ed even underneath the red ruin, as
if he w ere carved of rubies set in ivory,
w ith the sun glow ing through the w hite
and red of his body.

I m oved over his body, not w ith him
inside, but w ith a knee on either side of
his hips. I gazed dow n at him , w anting to
rem em ber the beauty of him  the first
tim e. The glow  had spread to the tips of
his hair, as if every Page 93



Laurell K. Hamilton: Meredith Gentry
05 Mistral's Kiss

strand w ere dipped in m oonlight. H e
w as a thing of light and m agic, but as I
used m y hand to help slide him  inside
m e, he w as all silken skin, and m uscle.

I slipped the head of him  inside m e, and
found I w as alm ost too tight. Iµàİ d
perform ed all the foreplay on him , and
received none for m yself. I w as w et
from  the pleasure, but tight, so very tight.
H e m anaged to gasp out, µàİ Youµàİ re
not open enough.µàİ

µàİ Is it hurting you?µàİ  M y ow n voice
sounded w hispery.



µàİ N o,µàİ  he w hispered.

µàİ Then I w ant to feel you force your
w ay into m e. I w ant to feel each inch
push inside w hile Iµàİ m  this tight.µàİ  I
w riggled m y hips a little low er, fighting
for each delicious inch. I w as so tight
that he touched every bit of m e, sliding
heavy andslow  over that spot inside m e.

I m eant to have him  inside m e as deep as
heµàİ d go before m y release, but m y
body had other ideas. It w as as if m y
body being so tight around his m ade his
body press just right, just exactly right
against that one spot. O ne m om ent I w as
trying to be so careful, easing him  inside
m e, and the next I w as scream ing m y
orgasm , m y body bucking around his, the



m ovem ent forcing m ore of m e dow n the
shaft of him  faster than I w ould have
m anaged w ithout it. A nd as long as I
could keep pushing him  inside m e the
orgasm  kept going. It kept on as I shoved
him  inside m e, and som ew here before
the last inch of him  w ent inside, he
started helping to push. I sat on top of
him  w ith our bodies w edded as close as
m an and w om an could be, the orgasm
dancing m e above him . I w as aw are,
vaguely, that m y skin w as glow ingµàİ a
m oon shineto m atch his ow n. The w ind
of m y ow n pow er blew  m y hair around
m y face, garnets sparkling in fire. M y
eyes glow ed so brightly that I could see
the colored shadow s of the green and
gold of m y ow n eyes at the edges of m y



vision. I scream ed and w rithed above
him  on w ave after w ave of pleasure.This
had not been planned, or achieved w ith
skill, but m ore by luck; a key sliding into
a lock at the perfect m om ent. O ur bodies
took that m om ent and rode it. I heard him
scream  m y nam e, felt his body buck
under m ine,felt him  drive him self hom e
as hard and as fast as he could. H e hit
the end of m e, and that orgasm ed m e
again. I threw  m y head back and
scream ed his nam e to the heavens.

H e w ent still underneath m e, but I
couldnµàİ t focus m y eyes enough to see
him , not really. M y vision ran in
stream ers of colors. I collapsed
forw ard, and forgot.Forgot that he w as



still hurt.Forgot that I w as w earing the
queenµàİ s ring on m y right hand; the ring
that had once belonged to a real fertility
goddess. I had a second to realize that
the skin of his stom ach under m y hands
w as no longer raw , but felt sm ooth and
perfect. I blinked dow n, fighting through
pleasureµàİ s afterglow  to see him . H is
stom ach w as as flat and perfect as his
illusion once had been, but this w as no
illusion. H e had his tentacles back, but
as a tattoo so bright and life-like that a
glance m ade them  seem  real. They w ere
a picture, draw n upon his skin. I saw  all
that in three blinks of an eye, but there
w as no next blink, for the ring suddenly
cam e to life. It w as like being plunged
into w ater w ith an electric current in it.



It w as not enough to kill, but enough to
hurt. Sholto yelled under m e, and not
from  pleasure.

I tried to take the ring aw ay from  his
body, but m y hand seem ed glued to his
new ly decorated skin. The pow er blew
out from  us, as if the m agic spilled aw ay
over the bare rock. I could breathe
again. Page 94
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Sholto gasped, µàİ W hat w as that?µàİ

µàİ The ring.µàİ

H e gazed dow n his body at m e, and m y



hand pressed to his abdom en. H is
fingers touched the tattoo, a look on his
face of w onder, and of loss. It w as as if
heµàİ d been given his dearest w ish, and
in the sam e m om ent experienced a loss
that w ould haunt him  forever.

I heard m etal rolling along rock. The
sound m ade m e turn. The chalice w as
rolling tow ard us, though the ground w as
utterly flat. I looked to the other side and
found the spear of bone rolling from  the
other side. They w ere going to touch us
at the sam e tim e.

µàİ H old on,µàİ  I said.

µàİ To w hat?µàİ



µàİ To m e.µàİ

H e grabbed m y arm s, and m y hand w as
freed from  his stom ach. I grabbed his
arm s w ithout thinking, putting the ring
against his bare skin, again. Som etim es
G oddess pulls us by the hand dow n our
path, and som etim es she gets behind us
and pushes off the cliff edge.

W e w ere about to be pushed.

µàİ
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of a blast of pow er that splashed the lake
up over the island. W e drow ned for a
m om ent,then the w orld literally m oved.
It felt as if the island bucked up and
dropped dow n again. The w ater cleared,
the earth stopped m oving, and the
chalice and spear w ere gone. W e w ere
left w et and gasping, huddled naked
together. I w as afraid to let go, as if our
arm s around each otherµàİ our bodies
still w edded togetherµàİ w ere all that
kept us from  falling off the face of the
earth. Voices cam e, yells, shouts. I
picked out D oyleµàİ s voice, Frost, and
A gnesµàİ s harsh call. The voices m ade
us both turn, blinking w ater out of our
eyes. O n the shore, w hich w as a lot
farther aw ay than it had been before,



w ere all our guards. W e w ere back in
the dead gardens of the sluagh, but the
lake w as full of w ater now , and
theIslandofB ones w as in the m iddle of it.

D oyle dived into the w ater, his dark
body cutting the surface. Frost follow ed
him . The other guards did the sam e.
Sholtoµàİ s uncles discarded their cloaks
and hit the w ater after m y guards. O nly
Black A gnes stayed on the shore.

I looked dow n at Sholto; I w as still on
top of him . µàİ W eµàİ re about to be
rescued.µàİ

H e sm iled up at m e. µàİ D o w e need
rescuing?µàİ



µàİ Iµàİ m  not sure,µàİ  I said.
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H e laughed then, and the sound echoed
against the bare stone of the cavern. H e
hugged m e tight, and laid a gentle kiss on
m y cheek. H e breathed his w ords against
m y skin: µàİ Thank you, M eredith.µàİ

I pressed m y cheek against his and
w hispered back, µàİ You are m ost
w elcom e, Sholto.µàİ

H e buried his hand in m y w et hair and
said, softly, µàİ I have long desired you



to w hisper m y nam e like that.µàİ

µàİ Like w hat?µàİ  I asked, face still
pressed against his.

µàİ Like a lover.µàİ

I heard m ovem ent behind us, and Sholto
released his hold on m y hair. I kissed
him  on the lips, before I lifted m y body
to see w ho had m ade the island first.

D oyleµàİ of course it w as
D oyleµàİ w alked tow ard us. H egleam ed
black and shining, w ater dripping dow n
his nakedness. The light caught blue and
purple gleam s from  his skin as he m oved
tow ard us. The light seem ed to dazzle on
his skin and on the w aterµàİ reflected



brilliance. M y skin w as w arm  in the
light. Sunlight, it w as sunlight again.
Like noonday com e to this shadow y
place.

There w as a green haze to the bare rock
w here Sholto and I lay. That haze took
the shape of tiny stem s, reaching out
over the rock, anchoringthem selves as
D oyle cam e to stand beside us. H is face
struggled for an expression, and finally
settled on that stern face, the one that had
frightened m e as a child w hen he stood
at m y auntµàİ s side. Som ehow  the
expression w asnµàİ t nearly as
frightening w ith him  naked, and given m y
now  so intim ate know ledge of him . The
Q ueenµàİ s D arkness w as m y lover, and



I could never again see him  as that
threatening figure, sim ply the queenµàİ s
assassin, her black dog to fetch and kill.
I stared up at him , still pressed tight in
Sholtoµàİ s arm s. I sat up, and his arm s
fell aw ay from  m e, reluctantly. Since I
w as still riding his body, it w asnµàİ t as
if he stopped touching m e. H is hands
slid dow n m y arm s, staying in contact. I
glanced at Sholtoµàİ s face and found
him  looking not at m e, but at D oyle.
Sholtoµàİ s face w as defiant, alm ost
trium phant. I didnµàİ t understand the
look. I glanced at D oyle, and saw  behind
that stern face a flash of anger. For the
first tim e in w eeks I rem em bered how
they had both found m e inLos A ngeles .
They had fought, both convinced that the



queen had sent each of them  to kill m e.
B ut there had been som ething personal
about that fight. I couldnµàİ t rem em ber
w hat they had said to each other that
m ade m e think they had som e kind of bad
history, but I had felt it. The looks they
gave each other now  confirm ed that I
w as m issing som ething.Som e
disagreem ent, or challenge, or even
grudge betw een these tw o m en. N ot
good.

R hys cam e up the slope of the rock,
dripping like w et ivory. H e stopped
short of us all, as if he also sensed, or
saw , the tension.

W hat do you do w hen youµàİ re naked
w ith one lover, and another lover is



standing there? Sholto w as not m y king,
or husband. I took m y hand from  him  and
offered it to D oyle. D oyle hesitated a
m om ent, his gaze on his rival and not on
m e. Then those black eyes m oved to m e.
H is expression never truly changed, but
som e breath of harshness left him . O r
perhaps som e touch of gentleness
returned to him . There w as m ovem ent
behind him , and Frost and M istral
struggled up the slope. They w ere
dressed, and w eapons bulged
everyw here. Frost actually caught
M istralµàİ s arm  as the other m an
slipped. The clothes and Page 96
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w eapons had slow ed them  dow n.

N ow  they stood there, Frostµàİ s hand on
M istralµàİ s arm . M istral w as alm ost on
his knees, from  his slip, but they had
frozen, staring at us. They hadnµàİ t just
caught a w hiff of tension. Their reaction
said clearly that there w as bad blood
betw een Sholto and D oyle.

D oyle took m y hand in his. The m om ent
he touched m e the tightness in m y chest,
w hich I hadnµàİ t even know n w as there,
loosened.

H e lifted m e upw ard, off the other m an.
Sholtoµàİ s hands, all of his body, let m e
go w ith such reluctance. The sensation
of him  draw ing out of deep w ithin m y



body shivered through m e. O nly
D oyleµàİ s grip kept m y knees from
buckling.

Sholto raised his arm s to help catch m e,
his hands on m y thighs. D oyle pulled m e
in against his body, half lifting m e over
Sholtoµàİ s body. Sholto let m e go;
otherw ise it w ould have been like a tug-
of-w ar, not seem ly behavior for a king.

I stood there w rapped in D oyleµàİ s
arm s, staring up at his face, trying to
decipher w hat he w as thinking. A round
m e the tiny plants unfurled tiny leaves,
and the w orld suddenly sm elled of
thym e, that sw eet, green herb scent that
Sholto had said he sensed w hen I w as
sm elling roses. The delicate herbs



tickled along m y foot, as if rem inding m e
that there w ere som e things m ore
im portant than love. Staring up into
D oyleµàİ s face, I w asnµàİ t sure that
w as right. In that m om ent I w anted him
happy. I w anted him  to know  that I
w anted him  happy. I w anted to explain
that Sholto had been lovely, and the
pow er had been im m ense, but that in the
end, he m eant nothing to m e, not w hen I
had D oyleµàİ s arm s around m e. B ut you
canµàİ t say that out loud, not w ith the
other m an lying behind you.So m any
hearts to juggle, including m y ow n.

The herbs touched m e again, w ound
around m y ankle. I glanced dow n at the
greenery, and thought of m y favorite



thym es. M y gran had grow n them  in the
herb garden behind the house w here m y
father raised m eµàİ so m any
varieties.Lem on thym e, silver thym e,
golden thym e. A t that thought, the plants
around m y ankle w ere suddenly tinged
w ith yellow . Som e of the leaves on
som e of the plants turned silver, others
becam e pale yellow , and som e that
bright sunny yellow . There w as a scent
of faint lem on on the air, as if I had
crushed one of the pale yellow  leaves
betw een m y fingertips.

µàİ W hat did you do?µàİ  D oyle
w hispered, his deep voice thrum m ing
along m y spine so that I shivered against
him .



M y voice w as soft, as if I didnµàİ t w ant
to say it too loudly: µàİ I just thought that
there is m ore than one kind of thym e.µàİ

µàİ A nd the plants changed,µàİ  he said.

I nodded, staring at them . µàİ I didnµàİ t
say it out loud, D oyle. I only thought
it.µàİ

H e hugged m e. µàİ I know .µàİ

M istral and Frost w ere w ith R hys now .
They did not approach us, and again I
w asnµàİ t sure w hy. They w aited, as if
they needed perm ission to com e
closerµàİ the w ay they w ould have
w aited to approach Q ueen A ndais.
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I thought it w as m e they w aited on, but I
should have know n better. Sholto said
behind m e, µàİ The sidhe do not usually
stand on cerem ony, but if you need
perm ission, then I give it. C om e
closer.µàİ

M istral said, µàİ If you could see
yourself, K ing Sholto, you w ould not ask
w hy w e stand on cerem ony.µàİ

The com m ent m ade m e look back at
Sholto. H e w as sitting up, but w here he
had been lying w as an outline of herbs.



Pepperm int, basilµàİ as I recognized
them , I sm elled their perfum es. B ut
theherbs spreading out from  w here he
had lain, w here w e had lain, w asnµàİ t
w hat m ade the m en stop. Sholto w as
w earing a crow n; a crow n of herbs.
Even as w e w atched, the delicate plants
w ove like living fingers through his hair,
creating a w reath of thym e and m int.O nly
the m ost delicate of the plants, entw ining
them selves as w e w atched. H e raised a
hand, and the m oving plants touched his
fingers as they had touched m y ankle. I
w as w earing an anklet of living thym e,
gold-flecked leaves, sm elling of green
life and lem ons. The tendril w rapped
around his fingers like a happy pet. H e
low ered his hand and stared at it. The



plant w ove itself into a ring as w e
w atchedµàİ a ring that bloom ed on his
hand, the delicate spray of w hite
blossom s m ore precious than any jew el.
Then his crow n burst into bloom , shades
of w hite, blue,lavender . Finally, the
bloom s spread across the island, so that
the ground w as nearly solid w ith tiny,
airy flow ers, m oving not in a
breezeµàİ for there w as noneµàİ but
nodding as if the flow ers w ere speaking
to one another. µàİ A  crow n of flow ers
is not a crow n for the king of the
sluagh!µàİ  A gnes shouted, harsh, from
the shore. She w as on hands and knees,
hidden com pletely under her black
cloak. I saw  the flash of her eyes, as if
there w as a glow  to them ; then she



low ered her head, hiding from  the light.
She w as a night-hag. They didnµàİ t
travel at noon.

Ivar spoke, but I couldnµàİ t see him .
µàİ Sholto, K ing, w e cannot approach
you in this burning light.µàİ

H is uncles w ere half-goblinµàİ w hich,
depending on the type of goblin, m ight
m ake sunlight a problem . B ut they w ere
also half-night-flyer, and that definitely
m ade sunlight a problem . µàİ I w ould
that you could com e to m e, U ncles,µàİ
Sholto said.

D oyleµàİ s arm s tightened around m e, a
w arning. µàİ B e careful w hat you say,
Sholto; you do not understand the pow er



of the w ords of som eone w hom  faerie
itself has crow ned.µàİ

µàİ I do not need advice from  you,
D arkness,µàİ  Sholto said, and again
there w as bitterness in his voice. The
sunlight faded, and a soft tw ilight began
to fall. There w as the sound of
splashing,then Ivar and Fyfe cam e up
upon the island. They w ere nude except
for enough clothing to hold their
w eapons. They fell to one knee before
him , heads bow ed. µàİ K ing Sholto,µàİ
Ivar said, µàİ w e thank you for sending
the light aw ay.µàİ

Sholto said, µàİ I didnµàİ tµàİ µàİ

µàİ You are crow ned by faerie,µàİ



D oyle said again. µàİ Your w ords,
perhaps even your thoughts, w ill shape
w hat w ill happen this night.µàİ

I said, µàİ I thoughtµàİ only
thoughtµàİ that there is m ore than one
variety of thym e, and it changed the
herbs. W hat I thought about becam e real,
Sholto.µàİ

A gnes called from  the shore, µàİ You
have freed us from  the light, K ing
Sholto. You have given us back
theLostLake and theIslandofB ones . W ill
you stop there, or w ill you give us back
our pow er? W ill you rem ake Page 98
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the sluagh w hile the m agic of creation
still burns through you, or w ill you
hesitate and lose this chance to bring us
back into ourselves?µàİ

µàİ The hag is right,Your H ighness,µàİ
Fyfe said. µàİ You have brought us back
the m agic of m aking, w ild
m agic,creation m agic. W ill you use it for
us?µàİ

In the dying light I w atched Sholto lick
his lips. µàİ W hat w ould you have of
m e?µàİ  he asked carefully. I heard in his
voice w hat w as beginning to be in m y
m ind, a touch of fear. You could police
your w ords, but policing your ow n
thoughtsµàİ that w as harder, so m uch
harder.



µàİ Call the w ild m agic,µàİ  Ivar said.

µàİ It is here already,µàİ  D oyle said,
µàİ can you not feel it?µàİ  H is heart
sped under m y cheek. I w asnµàİ t sure I
understood exactly w hat w as happening,
but D oyle seem ed both frightened and
excited. Even his body w as beginning to
react, pressed against the front of m ine.

The tw o kneeling figures looked at
D oyle. µàİ D o not look to D arkness,µàİ
Sholto said. µàİ I am  king here.µàİ

They looked back at him , and bow ed
again. µàİ You are our king,µàİ  said
Ivar. µàİ B ut there are places w e cannot
follow  you. If the w ild m agic is real



again, then you have tw o choices, king of
ours: You can rem ake us into a thing of
flow ered crow ns and noonday suns, or
you can call the old m agic, and rem ake
us into w hat w e once w ere.µàİ

µàİ D arkness is right,µàİ  Fyfe said. µàİ I
can feel it like a grow ing w eight inside
m e. You can change us into w hat she
w ants us to beµàİ µàİ he pointed at
m eµàİ µàİ or you can give us back w hat
w e have lost.µàİ

Sholto then asked som ething that m ade
m e think even better of him  than I
already did. µàİ W hat w ould you have of
m e, U ncles, w hat w ould you have m e
do?µàİ



They glanced first at him , then at each
other, then carefully dow n at the ground
again. µàİ W e w ant to be w hat w e once
w ere. W e w ant to hunt as w e once did.
G ive us back w hat has been lost,
Sholto.µàİ  Ivar held out his hand tow ard
his king.

µàİ D o not rem ake us in the sidhe
bitchµàİ s im age,µàİ  A gnes yelled from
the shore. It w as a m istake. Sholto yelled
back at her, µàİ I am  king here. I rule
here. I thought you loved m e once. B ut I
know  now  that you only raised m e to
take the throne because you w ished to sit
upon it. You cannot rule, but you thought
you could rule through m e. You and your
sisters thought to m ake m e your



puppet.µàİ  H e stood and scream ed at
her. µàİ I am  no oneµàİ s puppet. I am
K ing Sholto of theSluagh, I am  the Lord
of That W hich Passes Betw een, Lord of
Shadow s. Long have I been lonely
am ong m y ow n people. Long have I
w anted som e to look as Ido. µàİ  H e
slam m ed a hand into his chest. It m ade a
thick, m eaty sound. µàİ N ow  you tell m e
I have the pow er to do just that. You
have envied the sidhe their sm ooth skin,
their beauty that turns m y head. So have
w hat you envy.µàİ

A w ail cam e from  A gnes, but it w as too
dark to see w hat w as happening on the
shore. She scream ed, a horrible
soundµàİ a sound of loss, and pain, as if



w hatever w as happening to her hurt. I
heard Sholto say, softly, µàİ A gnes.µàİ
The sound in that one w ord let m e know
that he w asnµàİ t so terribly certain of
w hat he w anted, or w hat he had done.
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W hat had he done?

H is uncles abased them selves, faces
pressed to the herbs. µàİ Please, K ing
Sholto, w e beg you, do not rem ake us
into sidhe. D o not m ake us only lesser
versions of the U nseelie. W e are sluagh,
and that is a proud thing. W ould you



strip us of all that w e have kept over the
years?µàİ

µàİ N o,µàİ  Sholto said, and there w as
no anger in his voice now . The scream s
from  the shore had taken aw ay his anger.
H e understood now  how  dangerous he
w as in this m om ent. µàİ I w ant the sluagh
to be pow erful again. I w ant us to be a
force to be reckoned w ith, negotiated
w ith. I w ant us to be a fearsom e
thing.µàİ

I spoke before I could think: µàİ N ot just
fearsom e, surely.µàİ

µàİ I w ant us to have a terrible beauty
then,µàİ  he said, and it w as as if the
w orld held its breath, as if the w hole of



faerie had been w aiting for him  to say
those w ords. I felt it in the pit of m y
stom ach like the chim e of a great bell. It
w as a beautiful sound, but so large, so
heavy, that it could crush you w ith the
m usic of its voice. µàİ W hat have you
done?µàİ  D oyle asked, and I w asnµàİ t
sure w hom  he had asked it of. Sholto
answ ered him . µàİ W hat I had to do.µàİ
H e stood there, stark and pale in the
grow ing dark. The tattoo of his tentacles
glow ed as if outlined w ith phosphorus.
The flow ers of his crow n looked ghostly
pale, and I thought they w ould have
attracted honeybees, if it had not been
dark. B ees are not nighttim e creatures.
The darkness began to lighten. µàİ W hat
did you just think of?µàİ  D oyle asked.



µàİ That if the sunlight had rem ained,
there w ould have been bees to feed on
the flow ers.µàİ

µàİ N o, it w ill be night here,µàİ  Sholto
said, and the darkness began to thicken
again. I tried for a m ore neutral thought.
W hat could com e to his flow ers in the
dark? M oths appeared am ong the
flow ers, sm all ones, ones to m atch the
m oth on m y stom ach. Sm all flashes of
light show ed above the island, as if
jew els had been throw n into the air.
Fireflies, dozens of them , so that they
actually glow ed enough to drive back
som e of the dark.

µàİ D id you call them ?µàİ  Sholto said.



µàİ Y es,µàİ  I said.

µàİ You raised the w ild m agic
together,µàİ  Ivar said.

µàİ She is not sluagh,µàİ  Fyfe said.

µàİ B ut she is queen to his king for
tonight; the m agic is hers, as w ell,µàİ
Ivar said. µàİ W ill you fight m e for the
heart of m y people, M eredith?µàİ  Sholto
said. µàİ I w ill try not to,µàİ  I said
softly.

µàİ I rule here, M eredith, not you.µàİ

µàİ I do not w ant to take your throne,
Sholto. B ut I canµàİ t help being w hat I
am .µàİ
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µàİ W hat are you?µàİ

µàİ I am  sidhe.µàİ

µàİ Then if you are sidhe and not sluagh,
run.µàİ

µàİ W hat?µàİ  I asked, trying to m ove a
little aw ay from  D oyle and closer to
Sholto. D oyle held m e tight and
w ouldnµàİ t let m e do it.

µàİ R un,µàİ  Sholto said again.



µàİ W hy?µàİ  I asked.

µàİ I am  going to call the w ild hunt,
M eredith. If you are not sluagh, then you
w ill be prey.µàİ

µàİ N o, Sholto! Let us take the princess
to safety first, I beg this of you,µàİ
D oyle said urgently. µàİ The D arkness
does not usually beg. I am  flattered, but
if she can call back the sun to drive
aw ay the night, I m ust call the hunt now .
She m ust be the prey. You know  that.µàİ

I w as startled. W as this the sam e m an
w ho had refused to sacrifice m e just
m om ents ago? W ho had looked on m e
w ith such tenderness? The m agic w as
indeed w orking pow erfully in him , to



m ake this change. R hysµàİ s voice cam e,
cautious: µàİ You w ear a crow n of
flow ers, K ing Sholto. A re you so certain
that the w ild hunt w ill recognize you as
sluagh?µàİ

µàİ I am  their king.µàİ

µàİ You look sidhe enough to be
w elcom e in the queenµàİ s bed right
now ,µàİ  Rhys said. Sholto touched his
flat stom ach w ith its healed flesh and
tattoo. H e hesitated,then shook his head.
µàİ I w ill call the w ild m agic. I w ill call
the hunt.If they see m e as prey and not as
sluagh, then so be it.µàİ  H e sm iled, and
even in the uncertain light it didnµàİ t
look particularly happy. H e laughed, and
the night echoed w ith it. There w as the



call of som e sw eet-voiced bird, sleepy
from  the distant shore. Sholto spoke
again. µàİ It is a long tradition am ong us,
Lord R hys, to slay our kings to bring
back life to the land. If by m y life, or m y
death, I can bring m y people back to
their pow er, I w ill do it.µàİ

µàİ Sholto,µàİ  I said, µàİ donµàİ t.
D onµàİ t say that.µàİ

µàİ It is done,µàİ  he said.

D oyle started m oving us tow ard the
other side of the island. µàİ Short of
killing him , w e cannot stop him ,µàİ

he told m e. µàİ You both reek of the
oldest of m agicks. I am  not certain that



he can be killed right now .µàİ

µàİ W e need to leave then,µàİ  R hys
said.

A beloec w as finally pulling him self up
on the shore. H e still had his cup in his
hand, and it seem ed as if the w eight of it
had kept him  from  com ing sooner.
µàİ D onµàİ t tell m e I have to get back in
the lake,µàİ  he said. µàİ If sheµàİ s
touched w ith the m agic of creation, let
her create a bridge.µàİ
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I didnµàİ t w ait. I said, µàİ I w ant a
bridge to the shore.µàİ  A  graceful w hite
bridge appeared, just like that.
µàİ Cool,µàİ  Rhys said. µàİ Letµàİ s
go.µàİ

Sholto spoke in a ringing voice. µàİ I
call the w ild hunt, by H erne and
huntsm an, by horn and hound, by w ind
and storm , and w reck of w inter, I call us
hom e.µàİ

The dark near the roof of the cavern split
open as if som eone had cut it w ith a
knife. It split open and things boiled out
of it.

D oyle turned m y face aw ay and said,
µàİ D o not look back.µàİ  H e began to



run, dragging m e w ith him . W e all began
to run. O nly Sholto and his uncles stayed
on the island as the night itself ripped
open and poured nightm ares behind us.

µàİ

C H A PTER  17

W E M A D E TH E FA R  SH O R E, B UT I
TRIPPED  O N  A  SK ELETO N buried in
the ground. D oyle picked m e up and kept
running. G unshots echoed, and I saw
Frost firing at A gnes as she threw
herself on top of him . I had a glim pse of
her face; som ething w as w rong w ith it,
as if her bones w ere sliding around
under her skin. I scream ed, µàİ Frost,µàİ
as a glint of m etal show ed in her hand.



M ore shots sounded. M istral w as beside
Frost, blades flashing.

µàİ D oyle, stop!µàİ  I shouted.

H e ignored m e, and kept running w ith m e
in his arm s. A be and R hys w ere w ith
him . µàİ W e canµàİ t leave Frost
behind!µàİ  I said.

D oyle said, µàİ W e cannot risk you, not
for anyone.µàİ

µàİ C all a door,µàİ  A be said.

D oyle glanced behind us, but not at
M istral and Frostµàİ s fight w ith the
night-hag. H e glanced higher than that. It
m ade m e look up, too.



A t first m y eyes perceived clouds, black
and grey rolling clouds, or sm okeµàİ but
that w as only m y m ind trying to m ake
sense of it. I thought I had seen all the
sluagh had to offer, but I w as w rong.
W hat w as pouring dow n tow ard the
island w here Sholto stood w as nothing
m y m ind couldaccept. W hen I w orked
for the investigative
agencyµàİ som etim es at a crim e
sceneµàİ if itµàİ s bad
enoughµàİ som etim es your m ind refuses
to m ake an im age out of it. Itµàİ s just a
jum ble. Your m ind gives you a m om ent
to not see this horrible thing. If you have
the chance to close your eyes and not
look a second tim e, you can save
yourself. This horror w ill not go into



your m ind and stain your soul. A t m ost
crim e scenes I didnµàİ t have the choice
of not seeing. B ut this; I looked aw ay. If
w e didnµàİ t get aw ay, then Iµàİ d have
to look. W e had to get aw ay.

D oyle yelled, µàİ D onµàİ t look. C all the
door.µàİ
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I did w hat he asked. µàİ I need a door to
the U nseelie sithen.µàİ  The door
appeared, hanging in the m iddle of
now here, just like before.



µàİ N o doors,µàİ  Sholto scream ed
behind us.

The door vanished.

R hys cursed.

Frost and M istral w ere w ith us now .
There w as blood on their sw ords. I
glanced back at the shore, and saw
A gnesµàİ a dark, still shape on the
ground.

D oyle started running again, and the
others joined us. µàİ C all som ething
else,µàİ  A be said, near breathless trying
to keep up w ith D oyleµàİ s pace.
µàİ A nd do it quietly, so Sholto canµàİ t
hear w hat youµàİ re doing.µàİ



µàİ W hat?µàİ  I asked.

µàİ You have the pow er of creation,µàİ
he panted. µàİ U se it.µàİ

µàİ H ow ?µàİ M y brain w asnµàİ t
w orking under the pressure.

µàİ C onjure som ething,µàİ  he said, and
stum bled, falling. H e rejoined us, blood
pouring dow n his chest from  a new  cut.

µàİ Let the ground be grass and gentle to
our feet.µàİ  G rass flow ed at our feet
like green w ater. It didnµàİ t spread over
everything like the herbs on the island.
The grass sprang up in a path w here w e
ran, and now here else.



µàİ Try som ething else,µàİ  R hys said
from  the other side of us. H e w as shorter
than the rest, and his voice show ed the
strain of keeping up w ith the longer legs
of the others. W hat could I call from  the
ground, from  the grass, that could save
us? I thought it and had m y answ er; one
of the m ost m agical of plants. µàİ G ive
m e a field of four-leaf clover.µàİ  The
grass spread out before us w ide and
sm ooth, then w hite clover began to grow
through the grass, until w e stood in the
center of a field of it. W hite globes of
sw eet-sm elling flow ers burst like stars
across all the green. D oyle slow ed, and
the others slow ed w ith him . Rhys said it
out loud: µàİ N ot bad, not bad at all. Y ou
think w ell in a crisis.µàİ



µàİ The w ild hunt is of ill intent,µàİ
Frost said. µàİ They should be stopped
at the fieldµàİ s edge.µàİ

D oyle sat m e dow n am id the ankle-high
clover. The plants brushed against m e as
if they w ere little hands. µàİ Four-leaf
clover is the m ost pow erful plant
protection from  faerie,µàİ  I said.
µàİ Aye,µàİ  A be said, µàİ but som e of
w hat is com ing does not have to w alk,
Princess.µàİ

µàİ M ake us a roof, M eredith,µàİ  D oyle
said.

µàİ A  roof of w hat?µàİ
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µàİ R ow an, thorn, and ash,µàİ  Frost
said.

µàİ O f course,µàİ  I said. A nyw here that
the three trees grew  together w as a
m agical placeµàİ a place both of
protection and of a w eakening in the
reality betw een w orlds. Such a place
w ould save you from  faerie, or call
faerie to youµàİ like so m any things w ith
us, there w as never a yes, or no, but a
yes, a no, and a som etim es. The earth
underneath us trem bled as if an
earthquake w ere com ing; then the trees
blasted out of the ground, show ering



rock and dirt and clover over us. The
trees stretched to the sky w ith a sound
like a storm  or a train, barreling dow n,
but w ith a scream  of w ood to it. It w as
like nothing Iµàİ d ever heard before.
W hile the trees knit them selves together
above our heads, I looked back. I could
not help it. Sholto w as covered in the
nightm ares he had called. Tentacles
w rithed; bits and pieces that I had no
w ord for flow ed and struck. There w ere
teeth everyw here, as if w ind could be
m ade solid and given fangs to tear and
destroy. Sholtoµàİ s uncles attacked the
creatures w ith blade and m uscle, but
they w ere losing. Losing, but fighting
hard enough that they had given us tim e
to m ake our sanctuary. Frost m oved to



stand so that his broad chest blocked m y
view . µàİ It is not good to gaze too long
upon them .µàİ  There w as a bloody
furrow  dow n one side of his face, as if
A gnes had tried to claw  his eyes out. I
m ade as if to touch the w ound, and he
pulled aw ay, catching m y hand in his.
µàİ I w ill heal.µàİ

H e didnµàİ t w ant m e to fuss over him  in
front of M istral. If it had just been D oyle
and R hys, he m ight have allow ed it. B ut
he w ould not have M istral see him
w eak. I w asnµàİ t sure how  he felt about
A be, but I knew  he view ed M istral as a
threat. M en donµàİ t like to look w eak in
front of their rivals. W hatever I thought
ofM istral, that w as how  Frost and D oyle



saw  him .

I took Frostµàİ s hand and tried not to act
concerned about his w ounds. µàİ H e
called the hunt. W hy are they attacking
him ?µàİ  I asked.

µàİ I w arned him  that he looked too
sidhe,µàİ  R hys said. µàİ I w asnµàİ t
saying that just to stop him  from  doing
som ething dangerous to us.µàİ

Som ething w arm  dripped over m y hand.
I looked dow n to find Frostµàİ s blood
painting m y skin. I fought the spurt of
panic and asked calm ly, µàİ H ow  badly
are you hurt?µàİ  The blood w as com ing
steadilyµàİ not good. µàİ I w ill heal,µàİ
Frostsaid, voice tight.



The trees closed overhead w ith a sound
like the ocean w aves rushing along a
shore. Leaves tore and rained dow n on
us as the branches w ove a shield of
leaves, thorns, and bright red berries
above. The shadow  it cast m ade
Frostµàİ s skin look grey for a m om ent,
and it frightened m e. µàİ You heal
gunshot w ounds if the bullet goes
through and through. You heal
nonm agical blades. B ut B lack A gnes
w as a night-hag and once a goddess. Is
your w ound of blade, or claw ?µàİ

Frost tried to take his hand back, but I
w ouldnµàİ t let him . U nless he w anted to
beappear undignified, he couldnµàİ t
break free. O ur hands w ere covered in



his blood, sticky and w arm . D oyle w as
at Frostµàİ s side. µàİ H ow  badly are
you hurt?µàİ

µàİ W e do not have tim e to tend m y
w ounds,µàİ  Frost said. H e w ouldnµàİ t
look at D oyle, or any of us. H e arranged
his face in that arrogant m ask, the one
that m ade him  im possibly handsom e, and
as cold as his nam esake. B ut the terrible
w ounds on the right side of that face
ruined the m ask. It w as like a chink in
arm or; Page 104
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he could not hide behind it.



µàİ N or do w e have tim e to lose m y
strong right arm ,µàİ  D oyle said, µàİ not
if there is tim e to save it.µàİ

Frost looked at him , surprise show ing
through the m ask. I w ondered if D oyle
had never, in all these long years, called
Frost the strong right arm  of the
D arkness. The look on his face
suggested so. A nd m aybe it w as as close
as D oyle w ould com e to apologizing for
abandoning him  to the fight w ith A gnes
in order to save m e. H ad Frost thought
D oyle left him  behind on purpose?

A  w orld of em otion seem ed to pass
betw een the tw o m en. If theyµàİ d been
hum an m en, they m ight have exchanged
som e profanity or sports m etaphor,



w hich isw hat seem s to pass for term s of
deepest affection betw een friends. B ut
they w ere w ho they w ere, and D oyle
said, sim ply, µàİ R em ove enough
w eapons so w e can see the w ound.µàİ
H e sm iled w hen he said it, because of
all the guards Frost w ould be the one
carrying the m ost w eapons, w ith M istral
a distant second.

µàİ W hatever youµàİ re going to do,do it
fast,µàİ  R hys said.

W e all looked at him , and then beyond
him . The air boiled black, grey, w hite,
and horrible. The hunt w as com ing
tow ard us like a ribbon of nightm ares. It
took m y eyes a m om ent to find Sholto on



the island. H e w as a sm all, pale figure
runningµàİ running full outµàİ w ith that
sidhe sw iftness. B ut fast as he w as, he
w ouldnµàİ t be fast enoughµàİ w hat
chased him  m oved w ith the sw iftness of
birds, of w ind, of w ater. It w as like
trying to outrun the w ind; you just
couldnµàİ t do it.

D oyle turned back to Frost. µàİ Take off
your jacket. Iµàİ ll m ake a com press.
W eµàİ re not going to have tim e for
m ore.µàİ

I glanced back tow ard the island.
Sholtoµàİ s guards, his uncles, tried to
buy him  tim e. They offered them selves
as a sacrifice to slow  the hunt. It
w orked, for a w hile. Som e of that fearful



boil of shapes slow ed and covered them .
I think I heard one of them  scream  over
the high bird-like chittering of the
creatures. B ut m ost of the w ild hunt
stayed on target. That target w as Sholto.
H e crossed the bridge and kept running.
µàİ G oddesshelp us,µàİ  R hys said,
µàİ heµàİ s com ing here.µàİ

µàİ H e finally understands w hat heµàİ s
called into being,µàİ  M istral said.
µàİ H e runs in terror now . H e runs to the
only sanctuary he can see.µàİ

µàİ W e stand in the m iddle of four-leaf
clovers, row an, ash, and thorn. The w ild
hunt cannot touch us here,µàİ

I said, but m y voice w as soft, and



didnµàİ t hold the certainty I w ished it
had. D oyle had ripped Frostµàİ s shirt
aw ay and torn Frostµàİ s ow n jacket into
pieces sm all enough to be used as
com presses.

µàİ H ow  bad is it?µàİ  I asked.

D oyle shook his head, pressing the cloth
in an area that seem ed to run under
Frostµàİ s arm  and into his shoulder.
µàİ G et us out of here, M eredith. I w ill
tend Frost. B ut only you can get us
out.µàİ

µàİ The w ild hunt w ill pass us by,µàİ  I
said. µàİ W e stand in the m iddle of
things that they cannot pass through.µàİ



µàİ If w e w ere not its prey, then I w ould
agree,µàİ  D oyle said. H e w as trying to
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clover, but the other m an w as arguing.
D oyle pressed harder on the w ound,
w hich m ade Frost draw  a sharp breath.
H e continued, µàİ B ut Sholto told us to
run, if w e w ere sidhe. H e has conjured it
to hunt us.µàİ

I started to turn aw ay, but couldnµàİ t
quite tear m y eyes from  Frost. O nce he
had been the K illing Frost: cold,
frightening, arrogant, untouched, and
untouchable. N ow  he w as Frost, and he



w asnµàİ t frightening, or cold, and I
knew  the touch of his body in alm ost
every possible w ay. I w anted to go to
him , to hold his hand w hile D oyle
tended his w ound.

µàİ M erry,µàİ  D oyle said, µàİ if you do
not get us out of here, Frost w ill not be
the only one hurt.µàİ

I caught Frostµàİ s gaze. Pain, I saw
there, but also som ething hopeful, or
good. I think he liked that I w as so
w orried about him . µàİ G et us out,
M erry,µàİ  Frost said betw een gritted
teeth. µàİ I am  fine.µàİ

I didnµàİ t call him  a liar, but I did turn
aw ay so I couldnµàİ t w atch. It w ould



have distracted m e too m uch, and I
didnµàİ t have tim e to be w eak.

µàİ I need a door to theU nseelie C ourt
.µàİ  I said it clearly, but nothing
happened. µàİ Try again,µàİ  Rhys said.

I tried again, and again nothing
happened.

µàİ Sholto saidN o doors, µàİ  M istral
said. µàİ A pparently his w ord stands.µàİ

Sholtoµàİ s feet had touched the edge of
the field Iµàİ d m ade. H e w as only yards
aw ay from  the first of the clover. The air
above him  w as thick w ith tentacles and
m ouths and claw s. I looked aw ay from
it, because I couldnµàİ t think w hile I



w as staring into it.

µàİ C all som ething else,µàİ  A be said.

µàİ W hat?µàİ  I asked.

It w as R hys w ho said, µàİ W here row an,
ash, and thorn grow  close together, the
veil betw een w orlds is thinner.µàİ

I looked up at the circle of trees that
Iµàİ d called into being. Their branches
had form ed a lace of roof above us.
They still hushed and m oved above us
the w ay the roses in theU nseelie C ourt
m oved, as if they had m ore life than an
ordinary tree.

I began to w alk the inside of the circle of



trees, searching not w ith m y hands, but
w ith that part of m e that sensed m agic.
M ost hum an psychics have to do
som ething to get them selves in the m ood
for m agic, but I had to shield constantly
not to be overw helm ed by it. Especially
in faerieµàİ there w as so m uch of it that
it becam e like the engine noise of som e
great ship, and you ceased to
µàİ hearµàİ  it after a w hile, though it
w as alw ays there thrum m ing along your
skin, m aking your bones vibrate to its
rhythm . I reached out from  behind those
shields and searched for a place in the
trees that feltµàİ thin. I couldnµàİ t look
sim ply for m agic; there w as too m uch of
it around m e.Too m uch pow er flow ing
tow ard us. I needed to cast out for



som ething m ore specific.

µàİ The clover has slow ed them ,µàİ
M istral called.
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This m ade m e glance back, aw ay from
the trees. The cloud of nightm ares rolled
above the clover like a pack of hounds
that had lost the scent.

Sholto just kept running, his hair flying
behind him , the nude beauty of him
beautiful in m otion, like w atching a
horse run across a field. It w as a beauty



that transcended sex; sim ply beautiful for
its ow n sake. µàİ C oncentrate,
M erry,µàİ  R hys said. µàİ Iµàİ ll help you
look for a door.µàİ

I nodded and w ent back to looking only
at the trees. They thrum m ed w ith pow er,
inherently m agical and invested w ith
further pow er because they had been
called into being by one of the oldest
m agicks. R hys called from  across the
clearing. µàİ H ere!µàİ

I ran to him , the clover tapping at m y
legs and feet as if patting m e w ith soft
green hands. I passed Frost on the
ground, w here D oyle sat holding his
w ound. Frost w as hurt, very hurt, but
there w as no tim e to helpµàİ D oyle



w ould take care of him . I had to take
care of us all.

R hys w as standing by a group of three of
the trees that looked no different from
the others, really. B ut w hen I put m y
hand out tow ard them , it w as as if reality
had been rubbed thin here, like a good-
luck penny rubbed in your pocket.

µàİ Y ou feel it?µàİ  R hys asked.

I nodded. µàİ H ow  do w e open it?µàİ

µàİ Y ou just w alk through,µàİ  Rhys said.
H e looked back at the others.
µàİ Everybody gather around. W e need
to w alk through together.µàİ



µàİ W hy?µàİ  I asked.

H e grinned at m e.µàİ B ecause naturally
occurring doorw ays like this donµàİ t
lead to the sam e place every tim e. Itµàİ d
be bad if w e w ere separated.µàİ

µàİ B adµàİ s one w ay of putting it,µàİ  I
said.

D oyle had to help Frost to his feet. Even
so, he stum bled. A be cam e and offered
his shoulder to lean on, still grasping the
horn cup in one hand, as if it w as the
m ost im portant thing in the w orld. It
occurred to m e then that the
G oddessµàİ s chalice had gone back to
w herever it w ent w hen it w asnµàİ t
m ucking about w ith m e. I had never held



on to it the w ay A be did w ith his, but
then, I had been afraid of its pow er. A be
w asnµàİ t afraid of his cupµàİ s pow er;
he w as afraid of losing it again.

M istral w as backing tow ard us. µàİ A re
w e w aiting for the Lord of Shadow s or
leaving him  to his fate?µàİ

It took m e a second to realize he m eant
Sholto. I looked tow ard the lake. Sholto
w as alm ost here, alm ost to the tree line.
The sky behind him  w as totally black, as
if the father of all storm s w as about to
break, except that instead of lightning
there w ere tentacles, and m ouths that
shrieked. µàİ H e can escape the sam e
w ay,µàİ  R hys said. µàİ The door
w onµàİ t close behind us.µàİ



I looked at him . µàİ D onµàİ t w e w ant it
to?µàİ
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µàİ I donµàİ t know  if w e can close it,
but if w e can, M erry, he w ould be
trapped.µàİ  There w as a very serious
look in his one eyeµàİ a m easuring look.
It w as the look that I w as beginning to
dread from  all the m en. A  look that
said:The decision is yours.

C ould I leave Sholto to die? H e had
called the w ild hunt. H eµàİ d offered



him self as prey. H eµàİ d trapped us here
w ith hisno doors. D id I ow e him ?

I looked at w hat chased him . µàİ I
couldnµàİ t leave anyone to that.µàİ

µàİ So be it,µàİ  D oyle said from  beside
m e.

µàİ B ut w e can go through ahead of
him ,µàİ  M istral said. µàİ W e donµàİ t
have to w ait.µàİ

µàİ Youµàİ re sure heµàİ ll sense the
door?µàİ  I asked.

Everyone answ ered at once. M istral
said, µàİ Yes.µàİ  R hys said,
µàİ Probably.µàİ  D oyle and Frost said,



µàİ I do not know .µàİ  A be just shrugged.

I shook m y head and w hispered,
µàİ G oddessguide m e, but I canµàİ t
leave him . I can still taste his skin on m y
m outh.µàİ  I stepped in front of the m en,
closer to the farther edge of the trees. I
yelled, µàİ Sholto, w eµàİ re leaving,
hurry, hurry!µàİ

H e stum bled, fell in the clover, and
rolled to his feet again in a blur of
m otion. H e dived through the trees, and I
thought heµàİ d m ade it, but som ething
long and w hite w hipped around his
ankle just before it cleared the m agical
circle. It caught him  in that instant w hen
his body w as airborne, not touching the
clover, not inside the trees. The tentacle



tried to lift him  skyw ard, but his hands
reached desperately for the trees. H e
caught a lim b w ith his hands, and he w as
left suspended, feet above the ground. I
w as running forw ard before I had tim e to
think. I donµàİ t know  w hat I planned to
do w hen I got there, but I didnµàİ t have
to w orry, because a blur of m ovem ent
rushed past m e. M istral and D oyle w ere
there before m e. D oyle had Frostµàİ s
sw ord in his hands. H e leapt into the air
in an im possibly graceful arc, and cut the
tentacle in tw o. I sm elled ozone a
second before lightning crashed from
M istralµàİ s hand. The lightning hit the
cloud and seem ed to bounce from  one
creature to another, illum inating them . It
w as too m uch light. I scream ed and



covered m y eyes, but it w as as if the
im ages w ere carved inside m y lids.
Strong hands w ere on m ine, pulling m y
hands aw ay from  m y eyes. I kept m y
eyes tight shut, and D oyleµàİ s deep
voice cam e. µàİ C law ing your eyes out
w onµàİ t help, M eredith. Itµàİ s inside
you now . Y ou canµàİ t unsee it.µàİ

I opened m y m outh and scream ed. I
scream ed and scream ed and scream ed.
D oyle picked m e up in his arm s and
started running tow ard the others. I knew
M istral and Sholto w ere behind us.
W him pers replaced m y scream sµàİ I
have no w ords for w hat Iµàİ d seen.
They w ere things that should not have
been. Things that could not have been



alive, but they had m oved. I had seen
them . If I had been alone, I w ould have
fallen to the ground and shrieked until
the w ild hunt caught m e. Instead I clung
to D oyle and buried m y nose and m outh
against the curve of his neck, keeping m y
eyes fixed on the clover, and the trees,
and m y m en. I w anted to replace the
im ages that w ere burned inside m eµàİ it
w as as if I had to clean m y eyes of the
sight of the hunt. I breathed in the scent
of D oyleµàİ s neck, his hair, and it
helped calm  m e. H e w as real, and solid,
and I w as safe in his arm s.
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R hys m oved to help A be w ith Frost.
D oyle still had Frostµàİ s sw ord naked
and bloody in his hand, held aw ay from
m e. The blood sm elled the w ay all
blood sm ells: red, slightly m etallic,
sw eet. If these creatures bled real blood,
then they couldnµàİ t be w hat I had seen;
they w erenµàİ t nightm ares. W hat I had
seen in that lightning-kissed m om ent w as
nothing that w ould ever bleed real
blood. D oyle told M istral to enter first,
because w e didnµàİ t know  w here the
doorw ay led. The Storm  Lord didnµàİ t
argue,he just did w hat he w as told. A ll
of us, including Sholto, follow ed his
broad back betw een the trees. O ne



m om ent w e w ere in the clover circle; the
next w e w ere in m oonlight, at the edge
of a snow banked parking lot. µàİ

C H A PTER  18

TH ER E W A S A  M A R K ED  CA R  A N D
SEV ERA L UN M A R K ED  C A R S
SITTIN G there. Inside, cops and FBI
stared at us, eyes w ide. W e had sim ply
appeared out of thin air; I guess it w as
w orth a stare or tw o. µàİ H ow  are w e
going to explain this?µàİ  R hys asked
softly.

The car doors started opening. Police of
all flavors poured out into the cold. Then
there w as w ind at our backsµàİ w arm
w ind, and a sound like birds, if birds



could be too large, and too frightening
for w ords. µàİ O h, G od,µàİ  R hys said,
µàİ theyµàİ re com ing through.µàİ

µàİ M istral, Sholto, hold the door closed
if you can. G ive us tim e,µàİ  D oyle said.
M istral and Sholto turned to face that
w arm , seeking w ind. D oyle ran tow ard
the cars; I w as still in his arm s. The
others follow ed, though Frostµàİ s
w ounds caused him  to follow  slow ly
behind us. The police w ere calling to us.
µàİ W hatµàİ s w rong?µàİ  µàİ Is the
princess hurt?µàİ

µàİ Stay in your cars and youµàİ ll be
safe,µàİ  D oyle yelled.

The closest car held tw o dark-suited



m en. O ne w as young and dark, the other
older and balding. µàİ C harles, FBI,µàİ
the younger one said. µàİ You donµàİ t
give us orders.µàİ

µàİ If the princess is in danger, I can, by
your ow n law s,µàİ  said D oyle. The
older one said, µàİ Special A gent
Bancroft, w hatµàİ s happening?
Thatµàİ s not geese Iµàİ m  hearing.µàİ

A uniform  that w asSt. Louis city,
oneIllinois state trooper, and a local
precinct cop joined us. A pparently,
w hen the rest of the police w ent aw ay
after w eµàİ d last dealt w ith them  here,
theyµàİ d left a little bit of everybody
behind. N o one w anted to be left out, I
guess.



µàİ If you all stay in your cars, you w ill
be safe,µàİ  D oyle repeated. O ne of the
younger uniform s said, µàİ W eµàİ re
cops. W eµàİ re not paid to be safe.µàİ

µàİ Spoken like som eone w ho is not
even close to his pension,µàİ  another
officer said, one w ith m ore w eight
around his m iddle.

µàİ Jesus,µàİ  one of them  said. I
didnµàİ t have to glance back, for now
Frost had caught up w ith us. H eµàİ d
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bled all over R hys, so that it looked like
R hys w as hurt w orse. A be w as still
bleeding from  falling am ong the bones.

O ne of the uniform s touched his shoulder
radio and started requesting an
am bulance. D oyle yelled above the
grow ing sound of w ind and birds,
µàİ There is no tim e. They w ill be upon
us in m om ents.µàİ

µàİ W ho?µàİ B ancroft asked.

D oyle shook his head and m oved around
the agent. H e laid m e in the passenger
seat of the car,then opened the backseat
door, saying, µàİ Put Frost inside,
R hys.µàİ



µàİ I w ill not leave you,µàİ  Frost said.
The m en laid him  in the seat even as he
protested. D oyle grabbed Frostµàİ s
shoulder and said, µàİ If I die, if all of us
die, if the others are gone into the ground
for good, then you m ust survive. You
m ust take her back toLos A ngeles and
not return.µàİ

I started to get out of the car then. µàİ I
w onµàİ t leave you.µàİ

D oyle pushed m e back into the seat. H e
knelt dow n and gave m e the full w eight
of his dark eyes. µàİ M eredith, M erry,
w e cannot w in this fight. Unless help
arrives, w e w ill all die. You have never
seen this w ild hunt, but I have. W e w ill
give them  sidhe to hunt, and they w ill



ignore this car. You and Frost w ill be
safe.µàİ

I gripped his arm s, so sm ooth, so
m uscled,so solid. µàİ I w onµàİ t leave
you.µàİ

µàİ N or I,µàİ  Frost said, struggling to sit
up in the backseat. µàİ Frost,µàİ  D oyle
alm ost yelled it, µàİ I do not trust anyone
but you and m e to keep her safe. If it is
not to be m e, then it m ust be you.µàİ

B ancroft said, µàİ G et in and drive,
C harlie.µàİ

The younger agent didnµàİ t argue this
tim e; he got behind the w heel. I w as still
holding on to D oyle, shaking m y head



over and over. O ne of the other cops had
gotten a first-aid kit out of the car.
B ancroft took it and craw led into the
back w ith Frost.

µàİ N o,µàİ  I said to D oyle. µàİ I am
princess here, not you.µàİ

µàİ Y our duty is to live,µàİ  D oyle said.

I shook m y head. µàİ If you die, Iµàİ m
not sure I w ant to.µàİ

H e kissed m e then, hard and fierce. I
tried to m elt into that kiss, but he tore
him self aw ay and slam m ed the door in
m y face.

The doors locked. I glanced at the agent,



w ho said, µàİ W e have to get you to
safety, Princess.µàİ

µàİ U nlock the door,µàİ  I dem anded.

H e ignored m e and started the engine, hit
the gas. Just then w ind slam m ed into the
car, so hard that itskidded the vehicle to
the side. Charlie fought to keep the car in
the parking lot and out of the trees. Page
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µàİ D rive,µàİ  B ancroft yelled, µàİ drive
like a son of a bitch!µàİ

I looked then, because I had to. The w ild



hunt had broken through, and it w as like
the m om ent in the caveµàİ as if the
darkness had split open and w as spilling
out nightm ares. But the nightm ares w ere
even m ore solid now . O r m aybe, now
that Iµàİ d seen them , I couldnµàİ t unsee
them . A  coat flew  over m y face, and I
w as left scram bling at it. µàİ D onµàİ t
look, M erry,µàİ  Frost said, his voice
choked, µàİ donµàİ t look.µàİ

µàİ Put on the coat, Princess,µàİ
Bancroft said. µàİ W eµàİ ll get you to the
hospital.µàİ

I held the coat in m y arm s, but turned to
look back.

The police w ere shooting at the hunt.



M istral lit the sky w ith lightning, and one
of the police crum bled to the ground.
W as he scream ing? The horror spilled
over Sholto, and he w as lost to it. D oyle
leapt tow ard the tentacles and teeth, the
sw ord glittering in the m oonlight. I
scream ed his nam e, but the last thing I
saw  before w e drove into the dark w as
D oyle lost under a w eight of nightm ares.
µàİ

C H A PTER 19

FR O STµàİ S H A N D  G R A B B ED  M Y
SH O ULD ER , PRESSIN G  M E
A G A IN STthe seat. µàİ M erry, please,
donµàİ t m ake D oyleµàİ s sacrifice in
vain.µàİ



I touched his hand, pressed it against m e,
and there w as m ore blood on it. µàİ H ow
can I let them  drive us to safety and not
fight it?µàİ

µàİ You m ust. I am  too hurt to help, and
you are too fragile. I w ould w illingly die
w ith them , but you m ust not die.µàİ

A gent Charlie had us on the narrow
road, driving a little too fast for the
darkness and the snow . H e hit ice and
skidded.

µàİ Slow  dow n or youµàİ re going to put
us in a ditch,µàİ  B ancroft said. µàİ A nd
you, Frost, right, you need to lie back
and let m e finish putting pressure on this
w ound. You bleed to death and you



canµàİ t keep the princess safe.µàİ

µàİ D id you see it?µàİ  C harlie said as
he slow ed dow n. µàİ D id you see it?µàİ

µàİ I saw  it,µàİ  B ancroft said in a
strained voice. H e pulled on Frost.
µàİ Let m e take care of the w ound like
your captain ordered.µàİ

Frost let go of m e, slow ly, his hand
pulling aw ay. I started draw ing the
trench coat over m e. I didnµàİ t know
w hose coat it w as, but I w as cold. C old
in a w ay that the coat w ouldnµàİ t help,
yet it w as all I had. A gent C harlie
slow ed at a sharp turn, and I caught a
glim pse of som ething in the trees. It
w asnµàİ t the w ild hunt, and it w asnµàİ t



our m en.

µàİ Stop,µàİ  I said.
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H e slow ed further, alm ost stopped.
µàİ W hat? W hat is it?µàİ

I saw  them  in the trees: goblins. G oblins
w alking in single file, cloaked for the
cold, bristling w ith w eapons in the cold
light of the m oon. They w ere w alking
aw ay from  the fight, though som e of them
glanced back. That w as enough to tell
m e they knew  w hat w as happening, and



they w ere leaving m y m en to die.
µàİ D rive,µàİ  B ancroft said.

µàİ Stop,µàİ  I ordered.

A gent C harlie ignored m e. The car
picked up speed.

µàİ Stop,µàİ  I repeated. µàİ There are
goblins out there. They can tip the
balance. They can save m y m en.µàİ

µàİ W eµàİ re doing w hat your guard
dem anded,µàİ  B ancroft said.
µàİ W eµàİ re going to a hospital.µàİ

I had to stop the car. I had to talk to the
goblinsµàİ they w ere m y allies. They had
to help, if I asked it, or be forsw orn.



I reached over, touched the agentµàİ s
face, and thought about sex. Iµàİ d never
done this to a hum an before, never used
that part of m y heritage for evil. A nd it
w as evilµàİ I didnµàİ t know  him ,
didnµàİ t w ant him , but I m ade him  w ant
m e.

The agent slam m ed on the brakes,
throw ing m e into the dash, and throw ing
the m en in the back into the floorboards.
B ancroft yelled, µàİ W hat the hell are
you doing?µàİ

A gent C harlie threw  the car into park,
skew ing halfw ay across the road. H e
unbuckled his seat belt, pulled m e
tow ard him , and started trying to kiss
m e, his hands everyw here. I didnµàİ t



care, as long as the car w as stopped.

Bancroft cam e over the seat.µàİ C harlie,
for G odµàİ s sake, C harlie.Stop!µàİ

I took advantage of the fight to reach
across and unlock the door w hile the
m en fought alm ost on top of m e. I opened
the door and fell backw ard into the road.
Charlie tried to craw l after m e. B ancroft
slid over the seat and on top of his
partner.

I got to m y feet on the icy road, huddling
under the coat.

The goblins w ere there in the dark, just
outside the headlight beam s. Tw o faces
looked at m e, tw o nearly identical faces:



A sh and H olly. The w ind blew  their
yellow  hair from  their hoods. I
couldnµàİ t tell w hich tw in w as w hich in
the uncertain lightµàİ the only difference
w as eye color. µàİ H ail, goblins,µàİ  I
called.

O ne of them  touched the other and
nodded tow ard the dark. They began to
turn and leave. I yelled, µàİ I call on you
as allies. To deny m e is to be forsw orn.
The w ild hunt is abroad, and
oathbreakers are sw eet m eat to them .µàİ

The tw ins turned back to us, and the
goblinsw ho w ere only dark shapes
behind them  shifted in the dim ness.
µàİ W e did not m ake this oath,µàİ  one of
them  called.
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µàİ K urag, G oblin K ing, did, and you are
his people. D o you call your king a liar?
A re you king now  am ong the goblins,
H olly?µàİ

I had taken a chance on that. I w asnµàİ t
certain w hich brother it w as, but Iµàİ d
guessed based on the fact that H olly had
the w orse attitude of the tw o. H e bow ed
his head in acknow ledgm ent. µàİ The
princess sees w ell in the dark.µàİ

µàİ She m erely has good ears,µàİ  his



brother said. µàİ You com plain
m ore.µàİ

A sh started dow n the side of the road,
ignoring m y plea, and som e of the others
follow ed. M ost stayed in the shadow s
along the roadµàİ s edge. There had to
be nearly tw enty of them . It w as enough
to m ake a difference, enough, m aybe, to
saveµàİ m y m en.

I heard a car door open behind m e. Frost
craw led out and fell into the snow  and
ice of the road. I w ent to him  but kept m y
gaze on the goblins.

µàİ This is not our fight,µàİ  H olly said.

µàİ I need your help as m y allies; that



m akes it your fight,µàİ  I said. µàİ O r
have the goblins lost their taste for
battle?µàİ

µàİ You do not battle the w ild hunt,
Princess. You run from  it, you join it,
you hide from  it. B ut you donµàİ t fight
it,µàİ  A sh said. I could see his green
eyes now . H is hood fram ed a face as
handsom e as any at theUnseelie C ourt ,
golden-haired; only the pure, pupil-less
green of his eyes and a bulkier body
under the cloak betrayed his m ixed
heritage.

µàİ W ill you be forsw orn?µàİ  I asked. I
clung to Frostµàİ s hand in the snow .
µàİ N o,µàİ  A sh said. B ut he w as not
happy about it.



µàİ W e cam e out to see w hat the fuss
w as,µàİ  one of the other goblins said,
µàİ not get ourselves killed for a bunch
of sidhe.µàİ  The goblin w as alm ost
tw ice as broad as any sidhe. H e turned
into the light a face that w as covered in
hard, round bum ps. µàİ G et a good look,
Princess.µàİ  H e threw  back his cloak so
I could see m ore of him . H is arm s w ere
as covered as his face in bum ps and
grow ths, m arks of beauty am ong the
goblins. B ut these bum ps w ere pastel
colorsµàİ pink, lavender, m int
greenµàİ not a skin tone that the goblins
could boast. µàİ Thatµàİ s right, Iµàİ m
half sidhe,µàİ  he said. µàİ Just like them ,
but Iµàİ m  not so pretty, am  I?µàİ



µàİ B y goblin standards you are the m ore
handsom e,µàİ  I said.

H e blinked eyes that bulged slightly from
his face. µàİ B ut you donµàİ t judge by
goblin standards, do you, Princess?µàİ

µàİ I ask as your ally for your aid. I ask
as a blood-oathed ally to your king that
the goblins aid m e. C all K urag and
sum m on m ore goblins.µàİ

µàİ W hy donµàİ t you call the sidhe?µàİ
the bum py goblin asked.

Truth w as,I w asnµàİ t certain there w as
anyone left w ho w ould risk them selves
against the great hunt for m e.N or w as I
sure w hether the queen w ould let them .



She had been so unhappy w ith m e w hen
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µàİ A re you saying that a goblin is a
lesser w arrior than a sidhe?µàİ  I asked,
avoiding the question. µàİ N o one is a
greater w arrior than the goblins,µàİ  he
said.

A sh said, µàİ You donµàİ t know  if the
sidhe w ill com e.µàİ

I w as out of tim e to prevaricate further.
µàİ N o, I donµàİ t,µàİ  I adm itted.
µàİ A id m e, A sh, help m e, as m y
ally,help us.µàİ



µàİ B eg,µàİ  H olly said, µàİ beg for our
aid.µàİ

µàİ The goblins seek to delay,µàİ  Frost
said, voice hoarse, µàİ they seek to delay
until the fight is over.C ow ards!µàİ

I gazed up at the three tall goblins, and
the others w aiting in the shadow s. I did
the only thing I could think of. I searched
Frost until I found a gun. I pulled it free
of the holster and got to m y feet.
Bancroft had finally handcuffed his
partner to the steering w heel, though
A gent C harlie w as still trying to get free
and get to m e. B ancroft joined us in the
snow . µàİ W hat are you going to do,
Princess?µàİ



µàİ Iµàİ m  going to go back and fight.µàİ
I hoped that in the face of m y
determ ination, the goblins could do
naught but join.

µàİ N o,µàİ  Bancroft said, and started to
reach across Frost tow ard m e. I pointed
the gun at him  and clicked off the safety.
µàİ I have no quarrel w ith you, A gent
B ancroft.µàİ

H e had gone very still. µàİ G lad to hear
it. N ow  give m e the gun.µàİ

I started to back aw ay from  him .
µàİ Iµàİ m  going back to help m y
m en.µàİ

µàİ Sheµàİ s bluffing,µàİ  the w arty



goblin said.

µàİ N o,µàİ  Frost said, µàİ sheµàİ s
not.µàİ  H e struggled to his feet,then fell
back into the snow . µàİ M erry!µàİ

µàİ B ancroft, get him  to the hospital.µàİ
I aim ed the gun skyw ard and started
running back the w ay w eµàİ d com e. I
tried to think of sum m erµàİ s heat. Tried
to bring the idea of w arm th to m y
shields, but all I could feel w as the ice
under m y feet. If I w as hum an enough to
get frostbite, Iµàİ d lose feeling soon.
A sh and H olly cam e up beside m e, one
on either side. They loped along w hile I
ran m y fastest. They could have
outdistanced m e and gotten to the fight
sooner, but theyµàİ d only obey the letter



of our agreem ent. If I fought and asked
for help, then they had to help m e, but
they didnµàİ t have to get to the fight one
second before I did.

I prayed, µàİ G oddess, help m e and m y
allies to arrive in tim e to save m y
people.µàİ  I felt som eone pounding up
behind us, but did not glance backµàİ it
w as just one of the larger goblins. Then
hands, silver-grey in the
m oonlight.B efore I knew  it I w as
cradled against a chest alm ost as w ide
as I w as tall. Jonty, the R ed Cap, w as
ten feet of goblin m uscle. H e glanced
dow n at m e w ith eyes that in good Page
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light w ould be as red as if he looked at
the w orld through a spill of fresh blood.
H is eyes w ere a m atch for H ollyµàİ s. It
had m ade m e w onder if the goblin half
of the tw ins w as a R ed C ap. The blood
that dripped continuously from  the cap
on his head shone in the light. Little
drops of it w ere flung behind him  as he
picked up speed and raced tow ard the
fight. The R ed C aps had earned their
nam e by dipping their caps in the blood
of enem ies. O nce, to be w arlord am ong
them  you had to have enough m agic to
keep the blood dripping indefinitely.
Jonty w as the only R ed C ap Iµàİ d ever



m et w ho could do the trick, though he
w asnµàİ t a w arlord, because the R ed
C aps w ere no longer a kingdom  unto
them selves. A sh and H olly w ere forced
to stretch to keep up w ith the m uch
bigger m an; Jonty w as a sm all giant even
am ong them . They had been in charge of
this expedition, but goblins are a tough
lot. If they let Jonty reach the fight
firstµàİ if they show ed them selves
w eaker, slow er, than him µàİ then they
m ight not be in charge at the end of the
night. G oblin society is survival of the
fittest.

I cradled the gun carefully, pointing it
aw ay from  Jonty. N o one got ahead of
usµàİ no one else had the length of



legµàİ and the others w ere fighting just
to keep pace. Such a big creature, but he
ran w ith the grace and speed of
som ething lithe and beautiful.

I asked him , µàİ W hy help m e?µàİ

In his deep voice, like gravel, he said,
µàİ I sw ore a personal oath to protect
you. I w ill not be forsw orn.µàİ  H e
leaned over m e, so that a drop of that
m agical blood fell upon m y face. H e
w hispered, µàİ The G oddess and G od
still speak to m e.µàİ

I w hispered back, µàİ You heard m y
prayer.µàİ

H e gave a sm all nod. I touched his face,



and m y hand cam e aw ay covered in
blood, w arm  blood. I cuddled closer
into the w arm th of him . H e raised his
eyes again, and ran faster. µàİ
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W O O D Sthat bordered the parking lot.
The w ild hunt w asnµàİ t a tentacled
nightm are anym ore. It looked like a
storm , if storm s could hover against the
tops of trees and drape like black silk
dripping betw een the trunks. Lightning
flashed from  the ground into the
cloudsµàİ M istral w as still alive and
fighting back. W ho else?



G reen flam e flickered through the trees,
and som ething hard and tight in m y chest
easedµàİ that flam e w as D oyleµàİ s hand
of pow er. H e w as alive as w ell. In that
m om ent nothing else really m attered to
m e. N ot crow n, not kingdom , not faerie
itself; nothing m attered except that D oyle
w as alive and not so hurt he could not
fight.

A sh and H olly put on a burst of speed so
that they w ere ahead of Jonty and m e as
w e neared the open area closest the
trees. There w asnµàİ t enough cover to
hide anything in the open field, until
from  thin shadow s, goblins appeared.
They didnµàİ t m aterialize, but em erged
like a sniper hidden in his gillie suit in



the fieldµàİ except that the only
cam ouflage the goblins had w as their
ow n skin and clothes. A sh had called
K urag, G oblin K ing, as w e ran to this
place. To do so, he had bared his sw ord
and put a hand on m y shoulder to com e
aw ay w ith blood to sm ear upon the
blade. B lood and blade: old m agic that
w orked long before cell phones w ere a
dream  in a hum anµàİ s m ind. Personally
I w ouldnµàİ t have w anted to run on the
icy road w ith a bared blade. B ut A sh
w asnµàİ t hum an, and he m ade it all look
easy. Page 115
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A sh and his brother ran ahead of
Jontyµàİ w hoever got to the rendezvous
first w ould lead the goblins w ithout
argum ent. B ut I didnµàİ t careµàİ as long
as w e saved m y m en, I didnµàİ t care
w ho led. I w ould have follow ed anyone
in that m om ent to save them .

O ne of the brothers fell to talking w ith
the w aiting force. It w asnµàİ t until the
other brother got close enough for his
eyes to flash crim son that I knew  it w as
H olly com e back to Jonty and m e. H olly
w as struggling to breathe norm ally.
O utrunning som eone w hose legs w ere
alm ost as tall as he w as took m ore effort
than w as pretty, even for a w arrior as
form idable as he. H is voice held only a



hint of the breathlessness that m ade his
shoulders and chest rise and fall so
rapidly. µàİ The archers w ill be ready in
m om ents. W e need the princess.µàİ

µàİ I am  not m uch of an archer,µàİ  I
said, still cradled in the heat of
Jontyµàİ s body, and the blood. The
blood that flow ed from  his cap dow n to
m y body w as w arm . W arm  as if it
spilled from  a freshly opened w ound.
H olly gave m e a look that appeared
irritated even in the forgiving glow  of
m oonlight. µàİ You carry the hand of
blood,µàİ  he said. H e let that anger that
w as alw ays just below  the surface for
him  fall into his voice. I nearly asked
w hat that had to do w ith archers. B ut the



m om ent before I said it, I did know .
µàİ O h,µàİ  I said. µàİ Unless K itto
exaggerated w hat you did inLos A ngeles
to the N am eless,µàİ  H olly added. I
shook m y head, the w arm  blood creeping
dow n m y neck betw een m y skin and the
borrow ed trench coat. The blood should
have been disturbing, but it
w asnµàİ tµàİ it felt like a w arm  blanket
on a cold night: com forting. µàİ N o,
K itto didnµàİ t exaggerate,µàİ  I said. I
didnµàİ t like that K itto had borne tales
to the goblins, but forced m yself to
accept that he w as half theirs and still
had to answ er to their king. H eµàİ d
probably had little choice in w hat he
told them .



µàİ The full hand of blood,µàİ  H olly
said, and his voice w asnµàİ t so m uch
angry as skeptical. µàİ H ard to believe it
lies in such a fragile creature.µàİ

µàİ Look at m y cap, if you doubt her
pow er,µàİ  Jonty rum bled.

H olly gazed upw ard, but his eyes
didnµàİ t stay on the cap long. H is gaze
slid dow n to m e, and som ething in that
look w as both sexual and predatory. I
could feel the blood plastering the back
of m y hair, m y shoulders, arm s; I m ust
have looked like an accident victim .
M ost m en w ould have found it
frightening, but H olly looked at m e as if
Iµàİ d covered m yself w ith perfum e and
lingerie.O ne m anµàİ s nightm are,



anotherµàİ s fantasy. H e reached a hand
up, tentatively, as if he thought either
Jonty or I w ould protest. W hen w e
didnµàİ t, he touched m y shoulder. I think
he m eant to m erely get a touch of blood
on his fingers, but the m om ent his fingers
brushed m e, a look of w onder cam e over
his face. H e leaned in tow ard m e, the
w onder being eaten by som ething that
w as part desire, and part violence.
µàİ W hat have you been doing, Princess,
to feel like this?µàİ

µàİ I donµàİ t know  w hat youµàİ re
feeling, so I donµàİ t know  how  to
answ er.µàİ  M y voice w as sm all. O f all
the m en Iµàİ d agreed to have sex w ith,
H olly and his brother w ere the ones w ho



gave m e the m ostpause . Jontyµàİ s arm s
tightened around m e, alm ost
possessively. That w as both good and
bad. If all of Jonty w as in proportion,
then I could not satisfy him  and live to
tell the tale. B ut it w as hard to tell w ith
the R ed C ap; his possessiveness m ight
have had nothing to do w ith sex, and
everything to do w ith the blood m agic.
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H olly drew  his hand from  m y shoulder.
H e began to lick the blood from  his hand
like a cat that has dipped its paw  in your
glass of m ilk. H is eyes fluttered closed



as he licked. µàİ She calls your
blood,µàİ  he said, in a low  voice better
suited for a bedroom  than a battlefield.

µàİ Yes,µàİ  Jonty said, and that one
w ord from  him  had the sam e overly
intim ate tone. I w as m issing som ething,
but did not w ant to adm it that I didnµàİ t
know  w hat w as happening, or w hy they
w ere so fascinated w ith the fact that
touching m e m ade the R ed C ap bleed
m ore. A t a loss, I changed the subject.
µàİ If you w ant m e to call blood from
our enem ies, w e need to get closer to the
archers.µàİ  I fought to keep m y voice
m atter-of-fact, as if I knew  exactly w hat
w as happening and either didnµàİ t care
or took it com pletely in stride.



µàİ A nd w ho w ill hold you w hile you
call blood, so those dainty feet do not
touch the cold ground?µàİ  H olly said.

µàİ I w ill stand on m y ow n.µàİ

µàİ I w ill hold you,µàİ  Jonty said.

µàİ You are a goblin, Jonty. G oblins
fight am ong them selves as sport, w hich
m eans it is likely there is at least a nick
som ew here on your body. If you have a
w ound, even a sm all one, w hen I call
blood, I w ill bleed you, too.µàİ

µàİ I am  no R ed C ap to braw l for the
sake of braw ling. I save m y flesh for
other things,µàİ  H olly said. H e licked
the last of the blood from  his hand in a



long sm ooth m ovem ent that should have
been sensual, but m anaged to be m ostly
just unnerving.

µàİ I w ill stand on m y ow n,µàİ  I
repeated.

µàİ Your brother w aves to get our
attention,µàİ  Jonty said then to H olly,
and m oved forw ard. H olly hesitated, as
if he w ould block our w ay, but then
m oved aside, speaking as Jonty passed
him . µàİ I w ill see you survive this night,
Princess, for I m ean to have you.µàİ

µàİ I rem em ber our bargain, H olly,µàİ  I
called back.

The sm aller goblin hurried to keep up



w ith Jontyµàİ s longer strides. It w as
like a child running after an adult, though
H olly w ouldnµàİ t have thanked m e for
the com parison. µàİ I hear reluctance in
your voice, Princess, and the sex w ill be
all the sw eeter for it.µàİ

µàİ D o not torm ent her on the edge of
battle, H olly,µàİ  Jonty said. H olly
didnµàİ t argue; he just abandoned the
topic for the tim e being. µàİ The archers
w ill cut them  for you, but you have to
w eaken them  enough to bring them
dow n,µàİ  he said to m e. µàİ I know  w hat
you w ant m e to do.µàİ

µàİ Y ou donµàİ t sound certain.µàİ

I didnµàİ t voice m y doubts, but this w as



a w ild hunt. A  true w ild hunt, w hich
m eantit w as the essence of faerie. The
creatures could bleed, but how  do you
kill som ething that is form ed of pure
m agic? This w as Page 117
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ancient m agic, chaos m agic, prim eval
and horrible. H ow  do you kill such
things? Even if I bled them  enough to
bring them  to earth, could they be truly
slain by blade and ax? I had never heard
of anyone fighting and w inning against
such a hunt.

O f course, I had never heard that the
spectral hunts could bleed if cut. Sholto



had called this one into being, using
m agic that he and I had raised as a
couple. W as it m y m ortal blood that had
m ade the hunt vulnerable to bleeding?
W as m y m ortality truly contagious, as
som e of m y enem ies claim ed?

Follow ing this idea to its logical
extension m eant that if I sat on the throne
of our court, it w ould condem n all of the
sidhe to age and die. B ut at this m om ent
if m y m ortal flesh had m ade this hunt
m ortal in turn, I w as grateful for it. It
m eant they could bleed and die, and I
needed them  to die. W e needed to w in
this battle. I w ould not spread m y
m ortality through all of faerie, but to
have shared it w ith these



creaturesµàİ w ell, that w ould be a
blessing.

µàİ
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stars, vanishing into the boiling black
silk of the clouds. W e w aited in the
w inter night for scream s to let us know
the bolts had found their m ark, but there
w as nothing but silence.

I stood on the ground, pulling the
borrow ed trench coat around m e. I stood
on H ollyµàİ s cloak, w hich he had
throw n on the ground to keep m y bare



feet from  the rough ground and the cold.
µàİ The cloak gets in the w ay of m y
ax,µàİ  heµàİ d said, as if he w ere afraid
that I m ight think he w as being
gentlem anly. Then he m oved forw ard to
be w ith his brother and the other
w arriors.

O nly Jonty and one other R ed C ap
stayed back w ith m e, though every R ed
C ap w ho had com e out tonightµàİ a
dozen of them µàİ had touched m e before
they w ent to take their place in the ranks.
They had laid their m ouths, in a strange
sort of kiss, against m y shoulder w here
the coat hung heavy w ith blood from
Jontyµàİ s cap. O ne had caught the coat
in his pointed teeth and torn it before



Jonty had slapped him  aw ay. The ones
w ho cam e after had w idened the hole
until the lips of the last few  touched m y
bare shoulder w here the blood had
begun to dry to m y skin. I had neither
offered the R ed C aps the fam iliarity, nor
been asked; Jonty had called them , and
spoken in a G aelic so old that I could not
follow  it.

W hatever Jonty had said to them  had
turned their faces to m e, and the look in
their eyes w as that odd m ix of sex,
hunger, and eagerness that Iµàİ d seen in
H olly. I hadnµàİ t understood the
lookµàİ and hadnµàİ t had tim e to
question itµàİ but because it cost m e
nothing to have their lips pressed to m y



shoulder, I allow ed it. Then I noticed
that each of the R ed Caps w ho touched
m e began bleeding afresh after touching
Jontyµàİ s blood on m y body.

I w as fighting an urge to scream  m y
im patience at them , but the R ed C aps
w erenµàİ t the ones delaying; the other
goblins squabbled about w ho w ould go
w here. If K urag, G oblin K ing, had com e,
there w ould have been no argum ents, but
A sh and H olly, though fearedw arriors,
w ere not kings, and all other leadership
am ong the goblins is a constant state of
struggle. The goblin society represented
the ultim ate in D arw inian evolution:
only the strongest survive, and only the
very strongest lead.



If I had been truly queen enough to lead
them , they w ould have done w hat I
ordered, but I didnµàİ t have their
respect yet, so I knew  better than to try
to lead here. It w ould have underm ined
A sh and H olly, and gained m e nothing.
B esides, battlefield tactics w asnµàİ t m y
strongest suit, and I knew  that. M y father
had drilled into m e from  an early age to
know  m y strengths and w eaknesses. Find
allies w ho com plem ent you, heµàİ d
said. True Page 118
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friendship is a type of love, and all love
has pow er.



Jonty leaned over m e and said, µàİ C all
your hand of pow er, Princess.µàİ

µàİ H ow  do you know  they are hurt?µàİ

µàİ W e are goblins,µàİ  he said, as if that
settled it.

A nother line of green flam e flickered
through the trees, and I w as close enough
now  to see the black tendrils back aw ay
from  it. I didnµàİ t argue again, but
called the hand of blood. I concentrated
on m y left hand. It didnµàİ t em it a beam
of pow er, or anything like you see in the
m ovies; it w as sim ply that the m ark, or
key, to the hand of blood lay in the palm
of m y left hand. O r m aybedoorw ay w as
a better term . I opened the m ark in the



palm  of that hand, and though there w as
nothing to see w ith the naked eye, there
w as plenty to feel.

It w as as if the blood in m y veins had
suddenly turned to m olten m etal. M y
blood tried to boil w ith the pow er of it. I
scream ed, and thrust m y hand tow ard the
cloud. I projected that burning, tearing
pow er outw ard. I realized in that
m om ent that it w asnµàİ t just the archers
w ho w ere shooting blindµàİ I had never
before tried to use the hand of blood on
a target I could not see.

For a heartbeat the pow er turned back on
m e, and every sm all scrape Iµàİ d
accum ulated in the past tw enty-four
hours bled. Each tiny w ound bled like a



fountain, and I fought m y body, fought m y
ow n m agic to keep it from  destroying
m e.

Lightning struck the cloud, and
illum inated it, as it had inside the
sluaghµàİ s m ound. B ut I w asnµàİ t
horrified this tim e, I w as joyous; a fierce
trium phant joy. If I could see it, I could
m ake it bleed. I had the blink of an eye
to spot m y targets.A  breath to see that the
tentacled m ass w as w hite and silver and
gold, not the black and grey and w hite it
had been. I had an instant to note that the
hunt had a terrible beauty before I thrust
m y pow er tow ard that shining m ass and
scream ed, µàİ B leed!µàİ



G reen flam e clim bed up the trees and
lightning flared behind it so that both
pow ers m et m ine in the cloud at the
sam e instant. The cloud flashed green in
reflected color. I called for blood and
black fountains of it exploded into the
green-yellow  flare.

The light died, leaving the night blacker
than before. M y night vision had been
ruined from  staring into the light.
Som ething spattered against the left side
of m y face, som ething that felt w et, but
carried no shock of tem perature
difference. O nly tw o things feel like that:
w ater at body tem perature, and very
fresh blood. If I had been a w arrior, I
w ould have w hirled, gun up, but I turned



slow ly, like a character in a horror
m ovie w ho doesnµàİ t really w ant to see
the blow  before it falls.

A ll that m et m y eyes w as the shortest of
m y R ed C ap guards, B ithek. Som eone
had sliced open his scalp to spill blood
in a gory m ask dow n his face, so that
even his eyes w ere lost to the dark flow
of it. Then he shook his head like a w et
dog, spattering m e w ith w arm  drops. I
closed m y eyes, put up a protecting hand.
Jontyµàİ s chided B ithek.µàİ Youµàİ re
w asting the blood.µàİ

µàİ B ut so m uch, canµàİ t keep it out of
m y eyes. Iµàİ d forgotten that it w as ever
like this,µàİ  B ithek grow led. Page 119
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I looked behind m e at Jonty and found
him  as bloody as the other guard. It m ade
m e look around at all of them . They
w ere all covered in blood, but even by
m oonlight and starlight, I could see now
that the blood w elled from  the caps on
their heads.

µàİ Your m agic brings our blood,
Princess,µàİ  Jonty said.

µàİ I donµàİ t understandµàİ µàİ

µàİ M ake them  bleed for us,µàİ  the last
R ed C ap said.



I looked at him . µàİ I canµàİ t rem em ber
your nam e,µàİ  I said.

µàİ For this m agic, I w ould follow  you
nam eless, Princess M eredith. B leed our
enem ies, and cover us in their blood.µàİ

I turned aw ay from  the R ed C aps. I
didnµàİ t understand com pletely, but
trusted. O ne m ystery at a tim eµàİ later,
later I w ould unravel it all.

Even facing aw ay from  the R ed Caps, I
could still feel them . It w as as if their
pow er com plem ented m ine, fed it. N o;
our pow ers fed each other; they w ere
like a w arm  battery at m y back,
com forting, energizing. I threw  that
w arm th, that w eight of pow er against our



enem ies. I called their blood by the flash
of lightning and the flicker of green-gold
flam e. I called their blood and knew  that
the R ed C aps at m y back bled w ith them .
I could feel it. The ones w ho w aited
ahead of us bled, too. A  goblin cam e
running tow ard us in a blurring speed
that w ould have done any sidhe proud.
H e w as no taller than m e, but had four
arm s to m y tw o, and a face that w as
noseless and strangely unfinished. H e
dropped to his knees, and w ould not
m eet m y eyes. H e actually put tw o of his
arm s on the ground and abased
him selfµàİ striking, because in goblin
society the low er you go, the m ore
respect you feel for the person youµàİ re
addressing. I didnµàİ t usually get that



kind of greeting from  anybody. H e said,
µàİ A  m essage from  A sh and H olly:
µàİ µàİ A im  your m agic better, Princess,
before you bleed us all to death.µàİ µàİ

N ow  I understood w hy he w as abasing
him selfµàİ he had been afraid Iµàİ d take
the m essage badly. µàİ Tell them  Iµàİ ll
aim  better,µàİ  I said w ryly.

H e ducked his head, bum ping his
forehead to the earth, then sprang to his
feet and raced back the w ay he had
com e. I drew  m y m agic back,
sw allow ed the hand of blood. The pain
w as instantaneous, grinding, and sharp,
like broken glass flow ing through m y
veins. I scream ed m y pain, w ordlessly,
but kept the m agic inside m e. I fought to



visualize the creatures inside the
cloud.Tentacles, veined w ith silver and
gold, w hite and pure, m uscled m agic. I
fell to m y knees w ith the pain. Jonty
reached for m e, and I hissed, µàİ N o,
donµàİ t touch m e.µàİ  The m agic w anted
to bleed som eone, anyone, and his touch
w ould m ake him  the target. I closed m y
eyes so I could m entally draw  the
picture of w hat I sought. W hen I could
see it, shining and w rithing across the
inside of m y eyes, I reached m y left hand
out again, and threw  that broken-glass
pain into the im age. M y pain intensified
for a shining, breathless m om entµàİ all
there w as in that second w as the pain, so
m uch pain. Then it eased, and I could
breathe againµàİ and I knew  the hand of



blood w as busy elsew here. I kept m y
eyes closed so nothing else could catch
m y eye. I w as afraid that if I saw  the
goblin w arriors again, Iµàİ d bleed them
by accident. I knew  w hat I w anted to
bleed, and that w as above their heads in
the sky. I Page 120
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thought about all the beautiful things that
could have flow n above their heads. D id
it have to be frightening?

There w as such beauty in faerie, w hy
did it have to be nightm arish?

I heard the sound of w ings w histling



overhead, and opened m y eyes. Iµàİ d
fallen to the ground on top of A shµàİ s
cloak, though I didnµàİ t rem em ber
falling. A bove us, so close that the great
w hite w ings brushed Jontyµàİ s head,
w ere sw ans. Sw ans gleam ing w hite in
the m oonlight: There had to be m ore than
tw enty of them , and had I seen w hat I
thought I saw  on their necks and
shoulders?C hains and collars of gold? It
couldnµàİ t beµàİ this w as the stuff of
legends.

It w as the nam eless R ed C ap w ho
voiced m y thought: µàİ They had chains
on their necks.µàİ

I heard the w ild call of geese next. They
flew  just overhead, follow ing the line



the sw ans had taken. I got to m y feet,
stum bling on the edge of the borrow ed
trench coat. Jonty caught m e, but it
didnµàİ t seem  to hurt him  or m e. I felt
light and airy, as if the hand of blood had
becom e som ething else. W hat had I been
thinking just before the sw ans flew
overhead? That the beauty in faerie w as
too often nightm arish?

There w as a flight of cranes then: m y
fatherµàİ s bird, one of his sym bols. The
cranes flew  low  and seem ed to dip their
w ings at us, alm ost in a salute.

µàİ They fall!µàİ  shouted B ithek.

I looked w here he pointed. The storm
cloud had vanished, and w ith it m ost of



the creatures. There had been so m any, a
w rithing m ass of them , but now  there
w ere only a few µàİ less than ten,
m aybeµàİ and one of them  had already
crashed through the trees. A  second fell
earthw ard, and I heard the sharp crack of
the trees breaking under the w eight like a
cannon shot, and m en scattered, too far
aw ay for m e to know  w ho w as w ho.
W as D oyle safe? W as M istral? H ad the
m agic w orked in tim e?

Inside m y head, I could finally adm it, it
w as D oyle I m ost needed to survive. I
loved R hys, but not like I loved D oyle. I
let m yself ow n that. I let m yself adm it, at
least inside m y ow n head, that if D oyle
died, part of m e w ould die as w ell. It



had been the m om ent at the car, w hen
heµàİ d shoved Frost and m e inside and
given m e to Frost. µàİ If not m e, it m ust
be you,µàİ  heµàİ d said to Frost. I loved
Frost, too, but Iµàİ d had m y revelation.
If I could have chosen m y king this
m om ent, I knew  w ho it w ould be. Pity
that I w asnµàİ t the one doing the
choosing.

Figures started tow ard us, and the
goblins parted to form  a corridor for m y
guards. W hen I finally recognized that
tall, dark figure, som ething in m y chest
eased, and I w as suddenly crying. I
started w alking tow ard him , then. I
didnµàİ t feel the frozen grass under m y
bare feet. I didnµàİ t feel w hen broken



stubble cut m e. Then I w as running, w ith
the R ed C aps jogging beside m e. I
picked up the edges of the borrow ed
coat like a dress, and held it out of m y
w ay so I could run to him .

D oyle w asnµàİ t alone; dogs, huge black
dogs m illed around his legs. Suddenly I
rem em bered a vision Iµàİ d had of him
w ith dogs like this, and the ground tilted
under m y feet, vision and reality m elding
before m y eyes. The dogs reached m e
first, pressing w arm  m uscled fur against
m e w here I knelt, their great panting
breath hot on m y face as I held m y hands
out to touch them . Their black fur ran
w ith a tingling rush of m agic. The bodies
w rithed under m y hand, the fur grow ing



less coarse, sm oothing, the bodies less
dense. I looked up into the face of a
racing hound, w hite and sleek, w ith ears
a shining red. The other houndµàİ s face
w as half red and half w hite, as if som e
hand had draw n a line dow n the center
of it. Iµàİ d never seen anything so
beautiful as that face.
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Then D oyle w as standing in front of m e,
and I threw  m yself into his arm s. H e
lifted m e off the ground and hugged m e
so hard it alm ost hurt. B ut I w anted him
to hold m e hard. I w anted to feel the



reality of his body against m e. I w anted
to know  he w as alive. I needed to touch
him  to know  it w as true. I needed him  to
touch m e, and let m e know  that he w as
still m y D arkness, still m y D oyle. H e
w hispered into m y hair, µàİ M erry,
M erry,M erry .µàİ

I clung to him , w ordless, and w ept.

µàİ

C H A PTER  22

EVERY O N E LIV ED , EV EN  TH E
H U M A N  PO LICEM EN , TH O U G H som e
w ere driven m ad by w hat they had seen.
A beloec fed them  from  his cup of horn
and they fell into a m agical sleep,



destined to w ake w ith no m em ory of the
horrors they had seen. M agic isnµàİ t
alw ays bad. The black dogs w ere a
m iracle: They changed depending on
w ho touched them . A beµàİ s touch turned
the great black dogs into lapdogs tolie
before a cozy fire, w hite w ith red
m arkingsµàİ faerie dogs. M istralµàİ s
touch turned them  to huge Irish
w olfhounds, not the pale, slender ones of
today, but the giants that the R om ans had
feared so m uchµàİ these w ere the hounds
that could snap the spine of a horse w ith
their bite. Som eone elseµàİ s touch
turned a dog into a green-furred C u Sith
that loped off tow ard the Seelie m ound.
W hat w ould their king, Taranis, think of
its return? H eµàİ d probably try to take



credit for it, claim  it as proof of his
pow er. In the m idst of the return of so
m uch that w as lost, other things m uch
m ore precious w ere returned to m e.
G alenµàİ s voice shouting m y nam e
turned m e in D oyleµàİ s arm s. H e w as
running across the snow y field w ith
flow ers follow ing in his w ake, as if
w herever he stepped, spring returned.
A ll the rest w ho had vanished into the
dead gardens w ere w ith him . N icca
appeared w ith a follow ing of the w inged
dem ifey. A m atheon w as there w ith the
tattoo of a plow  gleam ing like neon
blood on his chest. I saw H aw thorne , his
dark hair starred w ith living blossom s.
A dairµàİ s hair burned around him  like a
halo of fire, so bright it obscured his



face as he m oved. A isling w alked in a
cloud of singing birds. H e w as nude,
except for a piece of black gauze that
heµàİ d w rapped around his face.

O nilw yn w as the only one w ho did not
com e. I thought the garden had kept him ,
until I heard another voice shrieking m y
nam e in the distance. Then I heard
O nilw ynµàİ s frantic cry: µàİ N o, m y
lord, no!µàİ

µàİ It cannot be,µàİ  I w hispered, looking
up at D oyle, w atching fear cross his
face, too. µàİ It is he,µàİ  N icca said.

G alen w rapped him self around m e as if I
w ere the last solid thing in the w orld.
D oyle m oved so he could em brace m e as



w ell. µàİ Itµàİ s m y fault,µàİ  G alen
w hispered, µàİ I didnµàİ t m ean to do
it.µàİ

A isling spoke, and the flock of birds
sang as if they w ere m oved to joy by the
sound of his voice. µàİ W e reem erged in
the H allw ay of M ortality.µàİ

µàİ M ajor m agic doesnµàİ t w ork there;
thatµàİ s w hy w eµàİ re all so helpless to
stop the torture,µàİ  R hys said. µàİ W e
cam e out of the w alls and floorsµàİ and
trees and flow ers, and shining m arble
cam e w ith us,µàİ

A isling said. µàİ The hallw ay is forever
changed.µàİ
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G alen started to shake, and I held him  as
hard as I could. µàİ I w as buried
alive,µàİ  he said. µàİ I couldnµàİ t
breathe, I didnµàİ t need to breathe, but
m y body kept trying to do it. I cam e up
through the floor scream ing.µàİ  H e
collapsed to his knees w hile I fought to
hold him . µàİ The queen w as w alling up
N erysµàİ s clan alive,µàİ  A m atheon
said. µàİ G alen did not take w ell to that
after his tim e in the earth.µàİ

G alen shook as if he w ere having a fit,
as if every m uscle w ere fighting itself,



as if he w ere cold, though fevered. It
w as too m uch pow er and too m uch fear.

A dairµàİ s glow  had dim m ed enough so
that I could see his eyes. µàİ G alen said
µàİ N o prisoners, no w alls.µàİ

The w alls m elted aw ay, and flow ers
sprang up in the cells. H e hadnµàİ t
understood how  m uch pow er he had
gained.µàİ

A nother shriek approached in the
distance.µàİ Cousin!µàİ

D oyle said, µàİ G alenµàİ s exhortation,
µàİ N o prisoners,µàİ  freed C el.µàİ

G alen started to cry. µàİ Iµàİ m  sorry,µàİ



he said.

µàİ O nilw yn and the queen
herselfµàİ and som e of her guardµàİ are
w restling C el even now ,µàİ  H aw thorne
said, µàİ or he w ould be here already,
trying to harm  the princess.µàİ

µàİ H e is quite m ad,µàİ  A isling said,
µàİ and he is intent on hurting all of
us.B ut m ost especially you, Princess.µàİ

µàİ The queen told us to run back to the
W estern Lands. Sheµàİ s hoping heµàİ ll
grow m ore calm  w ith
tim e,µàİ H aw thorne said. Even by
starlight, he looked doubtful. µàİ She has
adm itted before her nobles that she
cannot guarantee your safety,µàİ  A isling



said. µàİ W e should flee, if w e are going
to,µàİ H aw thorne said.

I realized w hat he m eant. If C el attacked
m e now , here, like this, w e w ould be
w ithin our rights to kill him , if w e could.
M y guards w ere sw orn to protect, and
C el w as no m atch for the strength and
m agic that stood w ith m e now . N ot
alone, he w asnµàİ t.

µàİ If I thought the queen w ould allow
his death to go unpunished, I w ould
say,Stay, fight, µàİ  D oyle said. O ne of
the great black m astiffs nudged G alen.
H e reached for it, alm ost autom atically,
and it changed before m y eyes. It becam e
a sleek w hite hound w ith one red ear. It
licked the tears from  G alenµàİ s face and



he stared at it in w onder, as if he
hadnµàİ t seen the dogs until that
m om ent. Thencam e C elµàİ s voice,
broken, alm ost unrecognizable.
µàİ M erry!µàİ  H is scream s broke off
abruptly. The silence w as alm ost m ore
frightening than the shouting, and m y
heart w as suddenly pounding hard in m y
chest. µàİ W hat happened?µàİ  I called
out.

A ndais w alked over the rise of the last
gentle hill, follow ing G alenµàİ s trail of
flow ers. She w as alone, save Page 123
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for her consort, Eam on. They w ere



alm ost the sam e height, their long black
hair stream ing out behind them  in a w ind
that cam e from  now here. A ndais w as
dressed as if shew ere going to a
H allow een ballµàİ and you w ere m eant
to fear her beauty. Eam onµàİ s clothes
w ere m ore sedate, and also all black.
The fact that A ndais arrived w ith only
him  at her side m eant she didnµàİ t w ant
extra w itnesses. Eam on w as the only one
w ho knew  all her secrets.

µàİ C el w ill sleep for a tim e,µàİ  she
called, as if in answ er to a question w e
hadnµàİ t asked. G alen fought to stand
w hile I steadied him . D oyle m oved a
little in front of m e. Som e of the others
did, too. The rest looked behind us into



the night, as if they suspected their queen
of treachery. Eam on m ight be on m y side
som e of the tim eµàİ he m ight even hate
C elµàİ but he w ould never go against his
queen. A ndais and Eam on stopped far
enough aw ay that they w ere out of easy
w eapon range. The goblins w atched
them , and us, from  a tight huddled knot,
as if they w erenµàİ t sure w hose side
they w ere on. I didnµàİ t blam e them , for
Iµàİ d be going back toL.A . and they
w ould be staying here. I could force
K urag, their king, to lend m e w arriors,
but I couldnµàİ t expect his m en to
follow  m e into exile. µàİ M eredith, niece
of m ine, child of m y brother Essus,
greetings.µàİ Sheµàİ d chosen a greeting
that acknow ledged I w as her bloodline.



She w as trying to be reassuring; she w as
just so bad at it. I stepped forw ard until
she could see m e, but not beyond the
protective circle of the m en. µàİ Q ueen
A ndais, aunt of m ine, sister of m y father,
Essus, greetings.µàİ

µàİ You m ust go back to the W estern
Lands tonight, M eredith,µàİ  said
A ndais. µàİ Y es,µàİ  I answ ered.

A ndais looked at the hounds that still
m illed am ong the m en. R hys finally let
him self touch them , and they becam e
terriers of breeds long forgotten, som e
w hite and red, others a good solid black
and tan. The queen tried to call one of
the dogs to her. The big m astiffs w ere
w hat the hum ans called H ell H ounds,



though they had nothing to do w ith the
C hristian devil. The big black dogs
w ould have m atched the queenµàİ s
costum e, but they ignored her. These
w ish hounds, the hounds of faerie, w ould
not go to the hand of the Q ueen of A ir
and D arkness.

H ad I been her, I w ould have knelt in the
snow  and coaxed them , but A ndais did
not kneel to anyone, or anything. She
stood straight and beautiful, and colder
than the snow  around her feet. Tw o other
hounds had com e to m y hands, and they
now  bum ped against m e on either side,
leaning in to be petted. I did it, because
in faerie, w e touch som eone w hen they
ask. The m om ent I stroked that silken fur,



I felt better: braver, m ore confident,a
little less afraid of w hat w as about to
happen. µàİ D ogs, M eredith? C ouldnµàİ t
you return our horses to us, or our cattle,
instead?µàİ

µàİ There w ere pigs in m y vision,µàİ  I
said.

µàİ N ot dogs,µàİ  shesaid, her voice
m atter-of-fact, as if nothing special had
happened. µàİ I saw  dogs in a different
vision, w hen I w as still in the W estern
Lands.µàİ

µàİ True vision then,µàİ  shesaid, her
voice still bland and faintly
condescending. Page 124
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µàİ A pparently so,µàİ  I said, ruffling the
ear of the taller of the hounds. µàİ You
m ust leave now , M eredith, and take this
w ild m agic w ith you.µàİ

µàİ W ild m agic is not so easily tam ed,
A unt A ndais,µàİ  I said. µàİ I w ill take
back w ith m e w hat w ill go, but som e of
it is flying free, even as w e speak.µàİ

µàİ I saw  the sw ans,µàİ  A ndais said,
µàİ but no crow s. You are so terribly
Seelie.µàİ

µàİ The Seelie w ould say otherw ise,µàİ
I said.



µàİ G o,go back to w here you cam e from .
Take your guards and your m agic, and
leave m e the w reck of m y son.µàİ  It w as
tantam ount to adm itting that if C el fought
m e tonight, he w ould die. µàİ I w ill go
only if I can take all the guards w ho
w ould com e w ith m e.µàİ  I said it as
firm ly and bravely as I could.

µàİ You cannot have M istral,µàİ  she
said.

I fought not to look for him  at m y back,
fought not to see his big hands touching
the huge hounds that his caress had
brought into being. µàİ Yes, I said. I
rem em ber w hat you told m e in the dead
gardens: that I could not keep him .µàİ



µàİ You w ill not argue w ith m e?µàİ  she
asked.

µàİ W ould it do any good?µàİ  The
tiniest hint of anger seeped into m y
voice. The hounds tucked them selves
tighter against m y legs, leaning in for all
they w ere w orth, as if they w ould
rem ind m e not to lose control. µàİ The
only thing that w ill call M istral from  m y
side to yours in the W estern Lands is if
you com e up pregnant. If you becom e
w ith child, I w ill have to let go of any
w ho could be the father.µàİ

µàİ If I becom e w ith child, I w ill send
w ord,µàİ  I said, and fought to keep m y
voice even. M istral w as going to suffer
for being w ith m e, I could see it in her



face, feel it in her voice. µàİ I do not
know  w hat to w ish for anym ore,
M eredith. Your m agic runs through m y
sithen, changing it into som ething bright
and cheerful. There is a field of flow ers
in m y torture cham ber.µàİ

µàİ W hat do you w ant m e to say, A unt
A ndais?µàİ

µàİ I w anted the m agic of faerie to be
reborn, but you are not enough m y
brotherµàİ s daughter. You w ill m ake of
us only anotherSeelie C ourt to dance and
parade before the hum an press. You w ill
m ake us beautiful, but destroy that w hich
m akes us different.µàİ

µàİ I w ould hum bly disagree w ith



that,µàİ  said a voice from  the crow d of
m y m en. Sholto stepped forw ard. H is
tattoo had becom e a nest of real
tentacles again, glow ing and pale, and
strangely beautiful, like som e
underw ater sea creature, som e anem one
or jellyfish. It w as the first tim e Iµàİ d
ever seen him  display his extra bits w ith
pride. H e stood tall w ith the spear and
knife of bone in his hands; at his side
w as a huge w hite hound w ith different
red m arkings on each of its three heads.
Sholto used the side of the hand that held
the knife to rub the top of one of the huge
heads.
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Sholto spoke again. µàİ M erry m akes us
beautiful, yes,m y queen. B ut the beauty
is stranger than anything theSeelie Court
w ould allow  w ithin their doors.µàİ

A ndais gazed at Sholto, and for a
m om ent I thought I saw  regret.
Sholtoµàİ s m agic rode him , and pow er
breathed off him  into the night.

µàİ You had him ,µàİ  she said to m e,
sim ply.

µàİ Y es,µàİ  I said.

µàİ H ow  w as it?µàİ



µàİ It w as our com ing together that
raised the w ild hunt.µàİ

She shivered, and there w as a hunger on
her face that frightened m e.µàİ A m azing.
Perhaps I w ill try him  som e night.µàİ

Sholto spoke again. µàİ There w as a
tim e, m y queen, w hen the thought of a
chance at your bed w ould have filled m e
w ith joy. B ut I truly know  now  that I am
K ing Sholto of the Sluagh, the Lord of
That W hich Passes Betw een, Lord of
Shadow s. I w ill no longer take crum bs
from  the table of any sidhe.µàİ

She m ade a sharp sound, alm ost a hiss.
µàİ You m ust be an am azing bit of ass,
M eredith. O ne fuck w ith you and they all



turn against m e.µàİ

To that, there w as no safe answ er, so I
said nothing. I stood in the m idst of m y
m en, w ith the w eight and press of the
hounds m illing around us. W ould she
have been m ore aggressive if the
dogsµàİ w ar dogs, m ost of them µàİ had
not been there? W as she afraid of the
m agicµàİ or the m ore solid form  the
m agic had taken?

O ne of the sm all terriers grow led, and it
w as like a signal to the others. The night
w as suddenly thick w ith grow ls, a low
chorus that shivered dow n m y spine. I
petted the heads of those I could touch,
hushing them . The G oddess had sent m e
guardians, I understood that now . I



thanked her for it. µàİ Celµàİ s guards
w ho did not take oath to him µàİ you
prom ised they could go w ith m e,µàİ  I
said. µàİ I w ill not strip him  of all signs
of m y favor,µàİ  she answ ered, and her
anger seem ed to crackle on the cold air.

µàİ Y ou gave your w ord,µàİ  I insisted.

The dogs gave another low  chorus of
grow ls. The terriers began to bark, as
terriers w ill. I realized in that m om ent
that the w ild hunt w as not gone, only
changed. These w ere the hounds of the
w ild hunt. These w ere the hounds of
legend that hunted oathbreakers through
the w inter w ood. µàİ D o not dare to
threaten!µàİ  said A ndais. Eam on



touched her arm . She jerked aw ay from
him , but seem ed chastened. The w ild
hunt had been a great leveler of the
m ighty. O nce you becam e their prey, the
hunt did not end until the quarry w as
dead.

µàİ I do not believe I am  the
huntsm an,µàİ  I said.

µàİ It w ould be a bad night, Q ueen
A ndais, to be an oathbreaker.µàİ
D oyleµàİ s deep m olasses voice seem ed
to hang on the night, as if his w ords had
m ore w eight on the still, w inter air than
they should have. Page 126
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µàİ A re you the huntsm an, D arkness?
W ould you punish m e for breaking
faith?µàİ

µàİ It is w ild m agic, Your M ajesty; there
is som etim es little choice w hen it fills
you. You becom e an instrum ent of the
m agic, and it uses you for its ow n
ends.µàİ

µàİ M agic is a tool to be w ielded, not
som e force one allow s oneself to be
overcom e by.µàİ

µàİ A s you w ill, Q ueen A ndais, but I ask
that you do not test these hounds
tonight.µàİ  Som ehow  it seem ed D oyle
w asnµàİ t talking about just the dogs.



µàİ I w ill honor m y w ord,µàİ  she said in
a voice that m ade it clear that she did so
only because she had no choice. She had
never been a gracious loser, not in
anything, large or sm all. µàİ B ut you
m ust leave now , M eredith, this
m om ent.µàİ

µàİ W e need tim e to send for the other
guards,µàİ  I said.

µàİ I w ill bring all those w ho w ish to
com e to you, M eredith,µàİ  Sholto said. I
turned, and there w as an assurance in
him , a strength that had not been there
before. H e stood there w ith his
µàİ deform ityµàİ  plain to see. H e now
m ade it seem  just another part of him ,
though, a part that w ould have been as



surely m issed as anarm , or a leg if it
w ere gone. H ad being stripped of his
extra bits m ade him  realize he valued
them ?M aybe. It w as his revelation, not
m ine.

µàİ You w ould side w ith her,µàİ  A ndais
said.

µàİ I am  K ing of the Sluagh; I w ill see
that an oath given and accepted is
honored. R em em ber, Q ueenA ndais, that
the sluagh w as the only w ild hunt left in
faerie until tonight. A nd I am  the
huntsm an of the sluagh.µàİ

She took a step tow ard him , as if in
threat, but Eam on pulled her back. H e
w hispered urgently against her cheek. I



could not hear w hat he said, but the
tension left her body, until she allow ed
herself to lean back against him . She let
him  hold her; in the face of those w ho
w ere not her friends, she let Eam onµàİ s
arm s hold her.

µàİ G o, M eredith, take all that is yours,
and go.µàİ  H er voice w as alm ost
neutral, alm ost free of that rage that
alw ays seem ed to bubble just underneath
her skin.

µàİ Your M ajesty,µàİ  R hys said, µàİ w e
cannot go to the hum an airport like
this.µàİ  H is gesture seem ed to note how
m any of the guards w ere naked, and
bloody. The terriers at his feet gave
happy barks, as if it looked all right to



them .

Sholto spoke again. µàİ I w ill take you to
the edge of theW esternSea , just as I took
the sluagh w hen w e hunted M eredith
inLos A ngeles .µàİ

I looked at him  and shook m y head. µàİ I
thought you cam e by plane.µàİ

H e laughed, and it w as a joyous sound.
µàİ D id you picture the dark host of the
sluagh on som e hum an airplane sipping
w ine and ogling the flight attendants?µàİ

I laughed w ith him . µàİ I hadnµàİ t
thought about it that clearly. You are the
sluaghµàİ I didnµàİ t question how  you
got to m e.µàİ
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µàİ I w ill w alk the edge of the field
w here it touches the w oods. It is an in-
betw een place, neither field nor forest. I
w ill w alk, you w ill all follow , and w e
w ill be at the edge of theW esternSea ,
w here it touches the shore. I am  the lord
of the betw een places, M eredith.µàİ

µàİ I didnµàİ t think any royals could still
travel so far,µàİ  R hys said. µàİ I am  the
K ing of the Sluagh, C rom m  C ruach,
m aster of the last w ild hunt of faerie. I
have certain gifts.µàİ



µàİ Indeed,µàİ  the queen said, drily,
µàİ use those gifts, Shadow spaw n, and
takethese rabble from  m y sight.µàİ
Sheµàİ d used the nicknam e that the
sidhe called him  behind his back, but
that even she had never used to his face
before.

µàİ Your disdain cannot touch m e
tonight, for I have seen w onders.µàİ  H e
held up the w eapons of bone, as if she
had m issed them  before. µàİ I hold the
bones of m y people. I know  m y
w orth.µàİ

If Iµàİ d been closer to him  I w ould have
em braced him . Probably just as w ell that
I w asnµàİ t, as it m ight have ruined the
pow er of the m om ent, but I prom ised



m yself to give him  a hug the m om ent w e
had som e privacy. I loved seeing that he
valued him self at last.

I heard a sound like the breaking of ice.
µàİ Frost,µàİ  I said. µàİ W e canµàİ t
leave him  behind.µàİ

µàİ D idnµàİ t the FB I take him  to the
hospital?µàİ  D oyle asked.

I shook m y head. µàİ I donµàİ t think
so.µàİ  I looked out across the snow . I
couldnµàİ t see anything, butµàİ I started
m oving, and the hounds follow ed at m y
side. I started to run across the snow ,
and felt the first sharp pain in m y cut
feet. I ignored it, and ran faster. Tim e
and distance shortenedµàİ as they never



before had outside the sithen. O ne
m inute I w as w ith the others, the next I
w as m iles aw ay, in the fields beside the
road. M y tw in hounds had stayed w ith
m e, and half a dozen of the black
m astiffs w ere there, too. Frost lay in the
snow , unm oving, as if he couldnµàİ t feel
the dogs snuffling at him  or m y hands
turning him  over. The drifts underneath
him  w ere soaked w ith blood, and his
eyes w ere closed. H is face w as so cold.
I low ered m y lips to his and w hispered
his nam e: µàİ Frost, please,
please,donµàİ t leave m e.µàİ

H is body convulsed, and his breath
rattled back into his chest. D eath seem ed
to be reversed. H is eyes fluttered open,



and he tried to reach for m e, but his hand
fell back into the snow , too w eak. I
lifted his hand to m y face and held it
there. I held his hand there w hile it grew
w arm  against m y skin. I cried, and he
found his voice, hoarse. H e w hispered,
µàİ The cold cannot kill m e.µàİ

µàİ O h, Frost.µàİ

H e raised his other hand and touched the
tears on m y face. µàİ D o not w eep for
m e, M erry. You love m e, I heard it. I
w as leaving, but I heard your voice, and
I couldnµàİ t leave, not if you loved
m e.µàİ

I cradled his head in m y lap and w ept.
H is other hand, the one that I w asnµàİ t



clutching, brushed the fur of one of the
huge black dogs. The dog stretched and
grew  tall and w hite. A  shining w hite stag
stood over us. It had a collar of holly,
and looked like som e Yule card brought
to life. It pranced in the snow ,then ran in
a w hite blur across the snow  until it w as
lost to sight.

µàİ W hat m agic is abroad this night?µàİ
Frost w hispered.
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µàİ The m agic that w ill take you
hom e.µàİ D oyle spoke from  behind us.



H e fell to his knees in the snow  beside
Frost, and took his hand. µàİ The next
tim e I send you to a hospital, you are to
go.µàİ

Frost m anaged a w an sm ile. µàİ I could
not leave her.µàİ

D oyle nodded as if that m ade perfect
sense.

µàİ I donµàİ t think the m agic w ill last
until m orning,µàİ  R hys said. They w ere
all there, trailing behind, except M istral.
H e w as w ith the queen, I supposed. I
hadnµàİ t even gotten to say good-bye.
µàİ But for tonight,µàİ  R hys said, µàİ I
am  Crom m  C ruach, and I can help.µàİ
H e knelt on the other side of Frost and



laid hands on him , above w here his
clothing w as black w ith blood. R hys
w as suddenly form ed of w hite light, not
just his hands, but all of him  glow ing.
H is hair m oved in the w ind of his ow n
m agic. Frostµàİ s body jerked upw ard,
leaving m y lap and our hands. H e fell
back against D oyle and m e, and said in a
voice that w as alm ost his ow n, µàİ That
hurt.µàİ

µàİ Sorry about that,µàİ  said R hys,
µàİ but Iµàİ m  not a healer, not really.
There is too m uch of death in m y pow er
to m ake it painless.µàİ

Frost touched his ow n shoulder and
chest, taking his hands from  out of
D oyleµàİ s and m ine. µàİ If you are not a



healer, then w hy do I feel healed?µàİ

µàİ O ld m agic,µàİ  R hys said. µàİ The
m orning light w ill find this m agic
gone.µàİ

µàİ H ow  can you be certain?µàİ  D oyle
asked.

µàİ The voice of the G od in m y head
tells m e so.µàİ

N o one questioned after that. W e just
accepted it as true.

Sholto led us to the edge of the field and
forest. The dogs m oved around us, som e
choosing their m asters, others m aking it
plain that they did not belong to anyone



here. The ones that chose am ong us
follow ed as Sholto w alked, but the other
black dogs began to fall back and vanish
into the night, as if w e had im agined
them . The hound at m y side bum ped m y
hand for a pat, as if to rem ind m e that it
w as real. I w asnµàİ t certain the hounds
w ould stay, but they seem ed m agically to
give each of us w hat w e needed tonight.
G alen w alked surrounded by dogs,
circled by sleek-looking greyhounds and
a trio of sm all dogs dancing at his feet.
They m ade him  sm ile, and helped chase
the shadow s from  his face. D oyle m oved
in a circle of black dogs; they faw ned
and capered about him  like puppies. The
terriers follow ed R hys like a sm all arm y
of fur. Frost held m y hand over the back



of the sm allest of the greyhounds. H e had
no dog at his sideµàİ only the w hite stag
that had run into the night. B ut he seem ed
perfectly content w ith m y hand in his.
The air w as w arm , and I looked from
Frostµàİ s face to Sholto, and found that
Sholto w as w alking on sand. O ne
m om ent w e w ere w alking in snow -
covered fields at the edge of the trees,
and the next m om ent sand sucked at m y
feet. W ater sw irled over m y bare toes,
and the bite of salt let m e know  that I
w as bleeding. I m ust have m ade som e
sm all sound, because Frost picked m e
up. I protested, but it did m e no good.
The greyhounds stayed at his side,
dancing around us, half afraid of the curl
of ocean, and seem ingly w orried that



they couldnµàİ t stay in contact w ith m e.
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Sholto led us up on dry land. The three-
headed dog and the bone w eapons had
vanished, but som ehow  I didnµàİ t think
they w ere any m ore gone than the chalice
w as from  m e. True m agic cannot be lost
or stolen; it can only be given aw ay.

W e stood in the darkness, hours before
daw n. I could hear the rushing of cars on
the highw ay nearby. W e w ere hidden by
cliffs, but that w ould change as the daw n
grew  near. Surfers and fisherm en w ould



com e dow n to the sea, and w e needed to
be gone before then.

µàİ U se glam our to hide your
appearance,µàİ  Sholto said. µàİ I have
sent for taxis. They w ill arrive very
soon.µàİ

µàİ W hat m agic is it,µàİ  I asked, µàİ that
lets you find taxis inL.A . at a
m om entµàİ s notice?µàİ

µàİ I am  the Lord of That W hich Passes
B etw een, M erry, and taxis are alw ays
going betw een one place and
another.µàİ

It m ade perfect sense, but it m ade m e
sm ile all the sam e. I reached for Sholto,



and Frost let him  take m e, though not just
w ith his arm s. The thick m uscular
tentacles w rapped around m y body, the
sm aller ones playing along m y thighs,
som ehow  finding their w ay under the
borrow ed trench coat. µàİ N ext tim e you
are in m y bed, I w ill not be half a
m an.µàİ

I kissed him , and w hispered against his
lips, µàİ If that w as you as only half a
m an, K ing Sholto, then I can hardly w ait
to have you in all your glory.µàİ

H e laughed, that joyous sound that had
brought the singing of birds in the
sluaghµàİ s dead garden. I thought there
w ould be no answ er here, but suddenly
over the sighing of surf cam e singing,



one birdsong after another, sliding in
joyous celebration in the dark. It w as a
m ockingbird, singing for Sholtoµàİ s
laughter. W e stood for a m om ent on the
edge of theW esternSea w ith the
m ockingbirdµàİ s song pouring over us,
as if happiness could have a sound.

Sholto kissed m e back, hard and
thorough, leaving m e breathless. Then he
handed m e back, not to Frost, but to
D oyle. µàİ I w ill return so I can bring the
rest of the guards w ho w ish to com e into
exile w ith you.µàİ

D oyle cuddled m e in against his body
and said, µàİ B ew are the queen.µàİ

Sholto nodded. µàİ I w ill be w ary.µàİ



H e began to w alk back the w ay w e had
com e. Som ew here before he vanished
from  sight I saw  the w hite shine of a dog
at his side. µàİ Everybodyrem em ber that
the glam our is supposed to hide the fact
that w eµàİ re naked, and bloody,µàİ

R hys said.µàİ A nyone w ho doesnµàİ t
have enough glam our to pull it off, stand
next to som eone w ho does.µàİ

µàİ Y es, Teacher,µàİ  I said.

H e grinned at m e. µàİ I can cause death
w ith a touch and a w ord; I can heal w ith
m y hands for tonight. B ut dam n,
conjuring this m any taxis out of thin
airµàİ now , thatµàİ s im pressive.µàİ



W e w alked up to the line of w aiting
taxis, laughing. The drivers all seem ed a
little puzzled to find them selves Page
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in the m iddle of now here, w aiting beside
an em pty beach, but they let us get in.
W e gave the taxis the address of M aeve
R eedµàİ sH olm by H ills house, and they
drove. They didnµàİ t even com plain
about the dogs. N ow , that w as m agic.

µàİ
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