
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			
				Convicted of treason, Adelyn has been banished to the sunlit
					realm of humans—a fate worse than death for a musetta who exists only to inspire other phae. To reverse her exile, she must find a pair of lovers who have
					fled the court and return them to face the Queen’s wrath. But once in the mortal
					realm, she meets a man who unveils her hidden desires…

				When Josh Reimer discovers an ethereal beauty at a cabin near
					his ranch, he decides the neighborly thing to do is take her in. Adelyn inspires
					a passion unlike anything he’s ever known and he vows not to lose the magic
					they’ve found together—even if that means she must choose between her home and
					their love.
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				Chapter 1

				“...For the crime of treason against the phaedrealii, the court of our steel-born Queen, the
					punishment is—and seriously, this should surprise no one—death.”

				As the goblin chamberlain made the pronouncement, Adelyn stared
					down at her clasped hands where the iron chains burned. True enough, everyone
					knew the penalty for treason. It was easy enough to remember. The same sentence
					was meted out for sedition, insubordination, noncompliance, obstructionism,
					incompetence, various forms of folly, and—sometimes—yawning in the presence of
					the Queen.

				So, no, Adelyn wasn’t surprised. But terror squeezed her heart.
					With each frantic beat, crimson welled from her blackened wrists to smoke
					against the manacles. Even looking at the dull metal brought tears to her phae eyes.

				Phae blood in every rainbow
					color—red like her own, yellow, green, purple, even black—had been shed in the
					Queen’s court. But Adelyn never imagined she would be the one in chains. She was
					best beloved of all the musetta who served as
					inspiration to the phaedrealii courtiers. How had
					she fallen so far?

				Though she could not flee the iron agony, one tear did escape.
					She ducked her head to hide her emotion, but the droplet traced a cool path down
					her cheek. For a heartbeat, it trembled at the edge of her jaw, refracting
					shards of light. The sparkles danced across the nearest courtiers who leaped
					back, swatting at the unseemly display as if they could knock away her forbidden
					expression of feeling.

				The tear fell. It struck the marble floor not with a splash but
					a chiming ping.

				The faceted emerald teardrop bounced away from her gilded
					slippers—less gilded after what seemed like an eternity in her iron-clad prison
					cell. Cursing courtiers scrambled from the stone’s path. No one wanted to be
					touched by her disgrace.

				Between the fleeing bodies darted one of the chamberlain’s
					imps, freakishly fast on three crabbed limbs. It snatched the rolling emerald
					between its rubbery lips. A single bulbous eye boggled at her before the imp
					tipped back its head and swallowed. Then the wretched little monster burped.

				No shining proof of her innocence would be allowed. Not that
					Adelyn believed her guilt or innocence was at all relevant.

				“Take her away.” The chamberlain’s peg-toothed sneer reflected
					in the blank screens of stolen smart phones strung around his scaly neck. “She
					is nothing to us now.”

				As one, the courtiers in all their phae glamour furled their wings or tightened the luxurious falls of
					their cloaks or closed their eyes. Shutting her out. Their whispers chased to
					the far edges of the hall like the distant hiss of a retreating tide.

				As if the terror wasn’t bad enough. For a musetta like her—desired for her power of inspiration that compelled
					thoughts and dreams to dizzying heights—such rejection burned worse than
					iron.

				Hands reached for her, but she strained away, tearing the
					spider silk of her veils. She had wrapped herself in the fluttering scarves—an
					age ago, it seemed—to emphasize her dusky-skinned, dark-haired beauty. Now the
					pale veils only served as a stark backdrop for her blood. “You can’t send me
					away!”

				“Silence,” the goblin barked. Everyone knew the last words of
					the condemned held particular power.

				Drawing in a deep breath, she forced down the pain of her
					scorched wrists and the humiliation of exposing her knack of jeweled tears.
					Every reluctant eye was on her now. Musetta inspired
					music and poetry, art and science, the wildest flights of fancy.

				But she could also inspire fear.

				Adelyn took no pleasure in the stark faces, but she would not
					let them pretend as she had pretended she was untouchable. She swept her gaze
					around the hall, slashing at the phae with a glare
					as edged as a shattered jewel. “Any of you could be next.”

				Adelyn had time for nothing else as she was pushed into the
					dark corridor that led to her death.

				Her tears—mere water now, her knack drained—blinded her.
					Unbalanced by her bound hands, she stumbled. The rip in her veils dipped forward
					over her breasts. Stupid gilded slippers had no traction.

				A sudden burst of illumination flared beyond her tears.

				“Musetta.” The voice of her looming
					death—low and rough, as she might have guessed six feet deep would sound—froze
					her in her tracks.

				The Queen might be capricious and terrifying, and her goblin
					chamberlain was petty and horrendous, but the Queen’s vizier existed in a dark
					realm all his own.

				Adelyn closed her eyes, hoping death took her quickly. The
					vizier’s grim countenance was known to send courtiers into fits of madness. And
					those were phae who weren’t convicted of treason.

				“Musetta, look at me.” A note of
					compulsion forced her eyes open.

				She clamped her tongue between her teeth to stop herself from
					begging for mercy. The Queen had no mercy. And no mercy’s name—at least as it
					was screamed by hopeless phae in their last
					moments—was Raze.

				Swathed in a gray samite robe, his hulking figure was a drear
					wall, his glare equally gray above cheekbones as whetted as the exposed steel of
					the athame hanging from his belt. Amongst beings who could conjure any
					masquerade, his stark—and, frankly, uninspired—presentation seemed a mockery, as
					if he had never left the Iron Age behind. It vexed Adelyn’s musetta power to no ends; a muse did not do gray.

				Not that she would say so aloud, not to Raze the Ruiner.

				A glint in his half-closed eyes made her think he read her
					thoughts, despite her determined silence.

				“Musetta.” His voice sliced, slowly
					and dagger-cruel, through the word as if he might trick—or torture—her into
					sharing her real name. With such precious insight he could twist her into
					whatever he wished. “You find yourself in desperate straits.”

				She lifted her chin to an angle between elegance and disdain.
					“Straight as an executioner’s blade.”

				He laughed. “The Queen’s death sentences are—like most words
					from phae lips—open to interpretation.”

				Adelyn bit her tongue again. She would not beg. As inspiration personified, she could not be moved by
					necessity or entreaty.

				Though she longed to let her wrecked golden slippers move her
					far, far away.

				The Ruiner crossed his arms over his chest, his gray-gloved
					hands gripping his biceps with knuckles aimed her way. “Don’t you wish to hear
					your options?”

				She scowled at his malicious teasing. “Musetta I am, but I will not incite you to more enthusiastic methods
					of murder. Specifically, my murder.”

				Raze drummed his fingers. “The Queen wants you out of her
					sight. Death would do. But exile accomplishes much the same results.”

				Exile? Her heart twisted in her chest. “Exactly the same
					results for me. I cannot leave the phaedrealii.”

				Raze snorted. “Many musetta have
					journeyed out of court. Where do you think humans find their inspiration?”

				His offhand reassurance gave her no comfort. “I never wanted to
					inspire humans.”

				“And yet you’ve done it so well,” Raze purred. He fingered the
					torn neckline of her veils. “You are everything a man could want to inspire
					him.”

				She leaned away, holding her breath against the stink of
					lightning that clung to him. Out from the gap of his sleeve, a hairy gray spider
					as big as the vizier’s hand scuttled over her breast. She gasped as it pattered
					across her skin, but Raze’s grip trapped her.

				The spider gathered the edges of the tear. With a few pumps of
					its spinneret, it laced the rip, then it vanished up Raze’s sleeve. Adelyn
					sagged back, and this time the vizier let her go.

				He glanced over his massive shoulder. “William, come. And bring
					the key.”

				A hysterical sob congealed in Adelyn’s throat. “Why is he here?”

				“He wanted to see you off. And to tell you—”

				William elbowed Raze aside as only one of the Queen’s lovers
					would dare. “Sweet muse, I had no idea it would end like this.”

				“You are fucking our Queen,” she snapped. “Yet you wrote a poem
					to my eyes. How else would it end?”

				William’s cherubic blonde curls bobbed as he ducked his head,
					though his ravenous gaze on her was anything but saintly.

				Raze tsked at her. “Poor boy, he
					just couldn’t help himself. You are musetta. You
					inspired him.”

				She never bothered with humans. Why waste the breath of
					inspiration on creatures that breathed only a hundred years or so? Making her
					place in the phaedrealii was hard enough since musetta had no real value themselves except what they
					inspired in others. Now she fastened her gaze on the iron key dangling from
					William’s fingers. She pitched her voice as musetta
					did, echoing the smooth slide of rich fabric or fine wine. “Free me,
					William.”

				William hesitated. As a mere human, he shouldn’t have resisted
					her voice. Shouldn’t have wanted to. But her
					influence had waned under the shackles and the fear that pulsed like her
					iron-poisoned blood.

				Raze chuckled. “William wants to keep you here. He forgets a
						musetta can’t be imprisoned.”

				William scowled at the vizier, bold in his passionate idiocy
					the way the Queen preferred her human lovers. Somehow they kept that callow
					foolishness, no matter how long she ensnared them. “I know she can’t stay. The
					Queen is so angry.” Awareness flickered behind his eyes, then vanished in a
						phae haze. “But I’ll make her forget.”

				Raze waved one hand. “Everyone forgets. Makes it damn hard to
					get anything done around here. But before you tra-la-la along, unlock the musetta.”

				Adelyn couldn’t hold back a moan of relief when William fumbled
					at her bindings and the manacles fell away. The phae
					who had survived the Iron Age were resistant to more refined versions of the
					ore, but even the steel-born phae avoided raw iron.
					Tucking her burned wrists against her belly, she glared at William. “Thank you.
					If only these ode-worthy eyes of mine had never glimpsed you.”

				His mouth twisted. “Sweet muse—”

				“You doomed me. Also, your cadence was off and your rhyming
					sucked.” She put all the musetta force into her
					voice. “Go.”

				He went with a wrenching sigh, as if she had torn the
					exhalation from him.

				Raze laughed again. “You are unkind, musetta.”

				She held out one wrist in mute evidence.

				The Ruiner shrugged. “I have nothing against cruelty. It might
					help in the task I’m giving you.”

				Adelyn stared down at her slippers. “I don’t suppose you want
					to write a poem?”

				“Hardly. I need you to find a thief.”

				“I am no Hunter.”

				“All the Hunters I have sent have...not returned. This
					particular thief is a Hunter himself. He took one of the Queen’s sylfana and is hiding in the sunlit world. I want you
					to find them.”

				Adelyn shuddered. “If he kills your Hunters—”

				“He won’t kill you. Quite the opposite. Your helplessness will
					inspire him to bring you closer. When you find him, contact me. Our Queen wants
					words with the missing Hunter and his sylfana.
					Perhaps words of a poetic nature, though I doubt it.” He smiled, inviting Adelyn
					to share his amusement.

				She never wanted to hear another poem ever. “Why would I help
					you?”

				“Because you must, to end your exile and return to the phaedrealii which justifies your existence. Your
					choice, musetta.”

				She stared down at her mangled wrists. Somehow, the damage felt
					deeper. “As you command.”

				“The Queen’s handmaid will prepare you.” Raze grasped her chin
					to tilt her face upward. “Do not fail me, musetta.”

				“Is that not one of my choices, then?” She could not turn her
					face away, but she closed her eyes.

				Raze left when the Queen’s handmaid arrived. EveStar brought
					Adelyn a satchel with salve for her wounds and spores to open the way between
					the worlds. Tiny will-o’-the-wisps orbited around them as they headed down a
					little-used corridor, and Adelyn wondered if she’d ever see that serene,
					flawless glow again. Her sob sent the closest wisp spinning on the eddy of her
					breath.

				The handmaid peered at her. “Is this your first foray to the
					sunlit world, child?”

				The sunlit world. The name sent chills across Adelyn’s skin.
					She clutched her veils around her, but the spider silk felt as light and
					revealing as...well, spider silk. “My first exile, yes.”

				EveStar smiled vaguely. “Such an adventure.” The handmaid’s
					ethereal golden beauty was rightly called timeless. She was one of the few to
					endure the Iron Age and the brutal court battles that spawned the steel-born
						phae. The Queen kept her as a reminder of a lost
					era. And maybe as a warning. None of the iron-born left the phaedrealii. Ever.

				Adelyn’s burst of envy at EveStar’s pristine silk slippers was
					eclipsed only by her desire to stay in the court too. “I am hunting a Hunter who
					will likely slaughter me.”

				The handmaid clicked her tongue. “Why, I’ve heard a dozen phae have chased after the runaways, never to return.
					And now a musetta sweet as yourself is cavorting
					with a dark Hunter? How times have changed.” The soft gold of her eyes glinted
					with something much harder, something angry.

				Unease twisted in Adelyn’s belly. Rumors of insanity haunted
					the iron-born. Some whispered the handmaid pierced herself with iron to burn off
					the cold guilt that so many had perished when she had not. “Nothing really
					changes here,” Adelyn soothed. “Which is just as it should be.”

				“Maybe you should change,
					considering,” EveStar shot back.

				Adelyn stiffened in shock. “You know better than most, the
						phae were devastated in the last upheaval. These
					fugitives can’t risk revealing us again.”

				The handmaid’s vague smile returned. “Change yourself? Is that
					what I said? Ah, words are slippery as serpents. I meant, be sure to change your
					glamour, child, lest yet another human sees you and falls in love.”

				Adelyn winced at the reminder. Damn her eyes for inspiring that
					odious ode. And damn her pointless preoccupation with pretty slippers that kept
					her from asking the handmaid about the sunlit world. After all, EveStar had
					walked among humans back when the phae had been
					known and feared and revered. Now she never left the phaedrealii; how was Adelyn, small and steel-born, supposed to
					survive?

				Before Adelyn could ask that plaintive question, the corridor
					ended in a small, empty chamber.

				The end of the road. And the beginning of one.

				While wisps drifted in dreamy helixes, EveStar eased the
					satchel from Adelyn’s tight clutch. The handmaid sprinkled a pinch of spores in
					a circle. “May you find what you’re looking for, child, what you truly
					seek.”

				Adelyn saw nothing past the rapidly sprouting spores. Tears
					blurred everything else. When the mushrooms were knee high, a gust of
					otherworldly air whirled through. Her breath hitched on the overwhelming fusion
					of wet dirt, hot metal and air chilled to a biting edge. Would she ever again
					feel the sanctuary of the court’s magic around her? Her thighs twitched with the
					desire to run. But there was no place to hide in the phaedrealii. Which left her no choice.

				Clamping one hand over her nose and mouth, she stepped into the
					circle, into the sunlit world.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				At the bottom of the river valley, Josh Reimer halted
					his horse to watch the morning sun break over the hills. The peaks thrust out of
					last night’s snow, crisp against the blue sky. In moments, sunlight bathed the
					icy dell, raising curls of mist, straight out of a fairy tale. Eastern Oregon
					knew how to do late-winter mornings: pure, serene and wide open.

				Of course, some people called it
					barren, boring and lonely as hell. Josh blinked as the snow glare clouded the
					vision in his one bad eye and reined in the wayward thought with a harshness
					he’d never use on Bunco. Now why had he gone and thought of his ex on such a
					pretty day? Probably because last night has been cold as a cast iron
					commode.

				“Could’ve used a hot body in my bunk.” He glanced down at the
					cattle dog, waiting patiently beside Bunco’s hooves. “Besides you, boy.”

				Wolly wagged his red stub of a tail agreeably but kept his gaze
					on the three-story house at the far end of the field.

				“Something up?” Josh drew his rifle from the saddle scabbard.
					Closing his scarred eye, he sighted down the scope, sweeping the homestead.
					Nothing. He had already made plans to check his neighbors’ cabin after the hard
					freeze, so he kept the rifle in hand as he steered Bunco down the valley,
					skirting the creek that burbled under the retreating ice.

				With the Hunters out of town, he’d offered to keep an eye on
					the place—said he’d use his good eye, which always got a laugh—since that spot
					of strangeness last spring had left them all on edge. The unexplainable lights
					and noises had been the last straw for Danielle, though she’d had one foot out
					of the valley long before that.

				“I don’t want my fifteen minute of fame to be a News of the
					Weird report about getting mutilated by aliens,” she’d snapped.

				“Aliens only mutilate cattle, so no worries about those fifteen
					minutes unless you’re a cow.” As soon as the words cleared his lips, he knew
					he’d made a mistake.

				She packed the next morning—he hadn’t tried that hard to stop
					her, had he?—and he signed the divorce papers, postmarked California, without
					another word being exchanged. Still, Danielle had lasted longer than his
					brother, Cole, who had ditched the valley a week after graduation.

				“This place is crushing me, like it crushed Mom,” he’d said as
					he folded the bus tickets labeled New York into the back pocket of his
					jeans.

				Josh had protested. “The sky goes on forever here.”

				“Yeah, that’s even worse.”

				Watching them leave—first his mother, then Cole, then
					Danielle—had torn at Josh like the spring snowmelt undermined the willows along
					the stream. But nothing could uproot him. As his father had said often enough
					before dying (another kind of leaving) some people just wouldn’t see the wonders
					of the valley. They would always want more, and it was best to let them go.

				Josh wished he could let go of the memories as easily as they
					had forgotten him.

				Grateful for the distraction ahead, he focused on the
					homestead. Vaile and Imogene Hunter had built a beautiful place. The huge
					timbers of the cabin had been harvested seemingly without touching the
					surrounding old growth, and a three-story picture window flawlessly reflected
					the valley beyond. The house emerged like a dream from its surroundings.

				Vaile had said they might have a few guests, but they had come
					to the mountain valley to “get away from it all.” Josh’s impression—though they
					hadn’t been specific—was the Hunters had left some strangeness of their own
					behind. Hollywood, he guessed, or some other foreign land. They were both
					stunning enough to be movie stars, though the exotic lilt in their accents
					suggested maybe their country of origin was farther off. Regardless, they were
					here now and obviously loved it.

				Other than some coyote tracks and the harsh calls of scrub
					jays, the homestead was untouched, quiet. Josh circled Bunco around back, Wolly
					at heel. Behind the house, tall blackjack pines created a sheltered space
					without snow. When both Bunco and Wolly lifted their heads to focus on the
					porch, Josh thumbed off the rifle safety.

				“Okay then, you come on out now, whatever you are.” He kept his
					tone steady. “I ain’t fond of surprises.”

				Bears and cougars, even wolves, prowled the valleys, but Vaile
					didn’t keep any lunchable livestock. Still, even something as small as a
					porcupine could do serious damage if it set up a woodshop in the log cabin.

				Josh dismounted, stepping on a circle of toadstools that
					sprouted out of the pine duff. A dry snake skin wound between the rounded caps,
					which was odd. Too cold for snakes.

				He ground tied Bunco and gave Wolly the stay signal. No sense
					setting himself up for a dog bath if the intruder was a skunk.

				He took two steps toward the porch and the door opened.

				A woman.

				His jaw dropped. No, not a woman. An angel. A porn star. Some
					baffling mix of the three. His heart slammed against his ribs, as hard as if he
					accidentally shot himself through the chest. Which would be embarrassing. Almost
					as embarrassing as standing here with his jaw hanging loose, staring.

				A dress of long scarves bound her from neck to foot. The
					shifting edges only emphasized her curves. Breasts and hips in widespread,
					man-hand-sized glory, with a sloping dip at the waist like a welcoming pass
					between summits. Against the pale veils, her hair spilled in a midnight
					waterfall, dark and shining.

				And her eyes...Oregon was known for its greenery, but every hue
					was captured in her brilliant eyes.

				Damn, his mouth was still hanging open. His neighbors hadn’t
					mentioned they’d be hosting Arabian princesses. His mind drifted to a thousand
					and one nights.

				“Miss.” He swept the hat off his head and clutched it between
					his hands.

				“I’m wet,” she said. “Come inside.”

				His heart stopped. “Wet?” She didn’t mean...

				She stepped back. “Come.” Her voice—soft and husky—was like a
					velvet hook set in his stupid open mouth. But if she wanted to play catch and
					release, he was willing game.

				His boot hit the bottom step before he realized he was moving.
					The snake skin stuck to his heel, and it rustled across the plank. He paused to
					kick it free. “Damn snakes,” he muttered. He propped the rifle and his hat by
					the porch railing as she backed into the house.

				“It’s wet everywhere,” she said. “And cold.”

				Cold sort of snapped him out of his
					daze. That and the splash of water under his foot spreading across the slate
					tile.

				“Well, hell.” Distracted by the plumbing problem, he glanced
					around. “Busted pipe. I warned Vaile about insulating.”

				She stiffened. “The Hunter is here?”

				Josh shook his head. “The Hunters are away. Not sure when to
					expect them back.” Now that he thought about it, seemed odd they hadn’t
					mentioned a return date. Now that he thought about that, seemed odd he hadn’t questioned it before.

				First things first. “I need to find that pipe.”

				He edged past the woman. The scent of her—lush and mysterious
					and dark, like the tiny seep springs in the woods, trickling from rocks and
					roots—swirled around him. He inhaled, and his boots angled to follow her without
					his conscious effort.

				In the kitchen, the mini flood washed away his distraction.
					“Shit.” He dragged one hand through his hair, trying to get his head on
					straight. “The freeze last night must have broke a pipe.” He crouched by the
					sink and opened the cabinet underneath. There, right at the wall. “Best to turn
					off the whole house until we check the rest. Vaile will kill the contractor.”
					When he turned and straightened, the woman’s face was drawn tight. “Hey there.
					You okay?”

				He put his hand on her arm. Through the silky fabric, she was
					cold to his touch. But the spark that leapt between them was hot. Crazy-hot
					scorching, like his nerves had turned to electrified fence.

				She flinched. When she pulled away, the edges of the veils
					separated, revealing bloody streaks.

				The water, the spark, everything faded as he took her arm
					again. “Miss, are you hurt? Where did this blood come from?” Fuck, now that he
					thought about it, where had she come from? His head
					seemed all hazy, but he forced himself to concentrate.

				Without touching her again, Josh used the mass of his body to
					steer her out of the kitchen mess. In the adjoining living room, an overstuffed
					leather couch faced the valley view. Bunco’s hoof prints had melted into dark
					circles in the snow, the only sign of life. No tire marks, no ski tracks, no
					sweep of helicopter blades pushing up snow. How had she gotten here?

				He herded her toward the couch. “Sit.”

				She did and when he took a half step back, she looked up at
					him, green eyes sparkling. Tears? God, he hoped not.

				Though she had recoiled from his touch before, she reached out
					and flattened her palm on his groin, just off center from the stamped bronze of
					his belt buckle. It was his turn to jump. “What—?”

				The intensity of her gaze pinned him as effectively as her
					hand. “Where is the Hunter?”

				Distracted again—hoo boy, was he distracted—by her hand so
					close to his fly, he shook his head and tried to pretend she wasn’t touching
					him. “Vaile and Imogene said they were going...somewhere. For...awhile.”
					Everything seemed vague lately. His body was reacting to the woman’s innocent
					touch as if he’d been alone forever...

				“What do you know of the Hunter?” Though her hand trembled, her
					tone held an irresistible insistence.

				But he reacted more to the fear she tried to hide—and the
					bloody bandages wrapped under the sleeve of her flimsy dress—than the demand in
					her voice. “Vaile is a good guy,” Josh said gently. “If you need a safe place to
					stay, he’ll give it to you.”

				She shook her head, and the smooth darkness of her hair slid
					forward over her shoulders. “There is only one place for me, and I can’t go
					back.”

				From his standing position, Josh looked down—inadvertently,
					helplessly—at the upper curves of her breasts and the shadow between revealed by
					the shifting veils. Only one fragile lacing seemed to hold the thing together.
					He stepped back before her hand on his thigh triggered greater embarrassment for
					them both.

				The woman’s gaze arrowed up to him. “I need to find the
					Hunter.”

				“You can wait until they get home, but you won’t have any water
					except what you pump from the well. And you’ll be cold as a witch’s...” His face
					heated, and the words popped out of him. “You can wait for them at my
					place.”

				Her eyes widened—so did his; he couldn’t believe he just
					offered this gorgeous creature a bunk—then narrowed with judgment. He knew he’d
					be found wanting. He always was.

				“Very well.” She pushed to her feet—was she wearing gold
					slippers?—which put the top of her dark head below his chin, but she never
					dropped her gaze. “Take me there.”

				Imperious little thing. Misgivings nipped at him. But what
					choice did he have? He couldn’t leave her there alone. Really, taking her back
					with him was the neighborly thing, the only thing he could do.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				Adelyn stood between the strange beings known as Bunco
					and Wolly while the human known as Josh Reimer—he had given her this information
					freely, as if he didn’t know that names carried their own secret force—went to
					find what he called the main water valve turnoff. Maybe in the sunlit world,
					giving words to everything diluted the power of naming.

				The dog and horse stared at her suspiciously. She knew Wolly
					was just a dog because she had tried to impose the verita
						luna—the Second Truth—on him. Even in her weariness, her musetta powers should have roused him to his alternate
					shape had he been a wereling, but he only sneezed. And the mere horse—sadly
					lacking both a spiraling horn and wings—sidled from her, putting one big hoof in
					the middle of her phae gate.

				Adelyn scowled at the ruined mushroom ring. She had used up all
					her spoors getting this far. She had jumped from the coastal side of this place
					known as Oregon, to the pointy mountain in the middle, following the signs of
					fleeing phae. While the ocean and the mountain had a
					certain rough charm, this place was just desolate, cold and stark and ugly. The
					memory of the phaedrealii’s intricate dances and
					sumptuous feasts made her eyes prickle with frustrated tears that threatened to
					freeze on her cheeks.

				She lifted one ruined slipper to kick the last standing
					mushroom, but stopped herself. She had no way to return to the phaedrealii—no way to get word to Raze—until the
					mushrooms released more spores. Just as well, the Hunter and his sylfana hadn’t been here. She needed a few days to get
					her harvest and her bearings.

				The human—Josh, she reminded herself—reappeared from around the
					house. He retrieved the gun from beside the door where he had left it and came
					toward her.

				She swallowed hard.

				Not that she feared his gun. It was steel, not iron. And he was
					no Hunter that she should fear him, gun or no. But something about his steady
					gaze and unfaltering step made her heart double its pace. She was too tired from
					her ordeals to maintain a thick glamour and had only blurred the preternatural
					edge of her beauty. She wanted him to tell her about the missing phae, not contemplate odes to her eyeballs. She’d had
					entirely enough of odes.

				Still, she had the sense he was seeing more than she might
					like. That muddy-colored gaze of his—neither blue nor green nor brown under the
					shadowing brim of his hat—seemed too perceptive for a mere mortal, despite the
					faint clouding of a scar in his right eye. Perhaps he had a trickle of phae blood in him. That would explain the strands of
					gold in his sandy hair, seeming to beckon her fingers to run through the thick,
					ragged locks. And that would also explain why the missing phae were comfortable in this land of small, bitter, ugly
					valleys.

				She supposed the Hunter and his paramour weren’t exactly missing. They had fled. And she had been sent to
					return them. The reminder of the vizier’s charge made her shift uncomfortably,
					her feet cold in the thin slippers on the icy ground. Every phae should want to be back with the court. Even if some—musetta among them—might occasionally venture into the
					sunlit world, they belonged in the phaedrealii, not
					wandering among sharp-eyed humans like this Josh who might bring the iron
					back.

				He reached around her to slide the gun behind the horse’s
					saddle. “You ready to go?” When Wolly barked, he smiled at the dog before
					returning his gaze to her. “Where are your things?”

				She resisted looking down at the remaining mushroom and lifted
					her satchel in mute explanation.

				“No boots even?” Josh shook his head. “Never seen a woman
					travel so light.”

				If only he knew.

				He swung up onto the horse in a fluid move she didn’t quite
					follow. Then he reached a hand down to her and waggled his fingers. “C’mon.”

				She stared at his big, wide palm and those long, strong
					fingers. With a reluctant sigh, she slid her hand into his.

				The shock of her musetta powers
					seeking a target rattled through her again, weakening her bones. But he hauled
					her up with the strength in just one arm and sat her across his lap. The front
					hump of the saddle pressed her close to the human. To Josh.

				Oh, he was so warm. She hadn’t realized how the cold had sunk
					in until his radiant heat surrounded her. For days now, she had been loosing her
					powers in this world that seemed endlessly hungry for the touch of her magic.
					She longed for the phaedrealii where—she couldn’t
					believe she was willing to admit—she was nothing special. Her head bobbed
					wearily, the warmth and the rocking of the mere horse lulling her.

				“You never told me your name.” His voice rumbled through his
					chest, intimate with their forced proximity.

				“Adelyn.” The truth escaped her lips before she could censor
					it. A sliver of shock pierced her. Why had she told him that? Did his voice have
					a power over her?

				No, he was a simple human. He couldn’t use her name against
					her.

				“Adelyn.” His tone was soft, soothing. “Pretty. Does it mean
					something?”

				“No.” Agitation made her twist upright. “And I ask you not to
					share it with others. I prefer not to be known.”

				“Fine by me. This is a good place for people who want to get
					away.”

				So Vaile and Imogene and the other escaped phae must have discovered. Adelyn had never wanted to get away.
					Fleeing had been forced on her unfairly.

				“I meant to ask you,” Josh said. “How did you get here? I
					didn’t see a car.”

				“Oh, I just...dropped in.” Adelyn gestured randomly, using the
					misdirection of her hand to pull a bit of the swirling mist around them to cloud
					his mind.

				“Just dropped in,” Josh echoed obediently. A fleeting note of
					disbelief canted his tone upward, and she cursed her lack of experience with
					stubborn human males.

				She needed to occupy him with other things. “Have many more
					like me come here?”

				He shrugged. “I’ve seen a few of the Hunters’ friends when I
					run stock through here. Vaile says he’s happy not to mow.”

				Adelyn forced herself not to scoff. So the Hunter disguised
					himself as a good neighbor by letting cows tromp through his fields?
					How...worldly of him. “Where do these friends go, after they leave here?”

				“Back to Hollywood, I suppose.”

				The phae had their own holy woods,
					but none of the runaways would be welcomed there. Not anymore. Was Josh hiding
					more than he was saying? Out here in the world, she was uncertain of the
					strength of her musetta power to inspire him. Maybe
					she just hadn’t found the right incentive to unlock his secrets. She had to find
					it and, through Josh, find the Hunter, if she wanted Raze to lift her exile.

				Josh was scanning the valley—as if there was anything
					interesting to see—so she used the moment to study his face.

				Even the ugliest phae had a certain
					undeniable intensity that compelled the eye. Josh had none of that. And
					yet...

				Maybe the simplicity of him stunned her. What sort of man
					rescued a damsel in distress without expectation of...Ah. Speaking of simple.
					Inspiration was about passion. And buried passion had a special power.

				“Thank you for taking me.” She let her voice thrum in her
					throat.

				His arm, looped behind her back to hold the horse’s reins,
					flexed against her shoulders. “It was nothing. I couldn’t leave you there
					alone.”

				She resisted the urge to huff in exasperation. She didn’t want
					him thinking it was nothing; she wanted him to want payback.

				To want her.

				“Still, I’m imposing on you.” She gazed up into his muddy-agate
					eyes. “As you said, people come to get away. Yet here I am, intruding on you
					with my needs.”

				A ruddy flush brightened his cheeks, highlighting a thin scar
					that arrowed up his right cheekbone to a point below his clouded eye. “Vaile
					would want me to watch out for you.”

				Vaile would kill her, and maybe Josh too, if the Hunter
					discovered her task.

				She tried to stifle the thought of the deadly phae, but the tremble in her hand wasn’t feigned when
					she reached up to lay her palm against Josh’s jaw. She let her fingertips brush
					the old scar on his cheek. “I could have died there.”

				He snorted. “It’s not that
					cold.”

				Adelyn blinked. Raze had said Vaile would take her in because
					of her helplessness. Musetta weren’t celebrated for
					their sturdiness and survival skills, after all. But this man thought she would
					have been fine. Wasn’t she obviously useless? Except for one use, of course.

				He wrapped his fingers around hers and pulled her hand down to
					rest in her lap. He patted her thigh with as much lustfulness as he patted
					Wolly’s head. Which was to say, exactly none.

				“Look.” He pointed toward the clouds. “An eagle. Headed down to
					the river to fish.”

				She blindly followed his pointing finger. Eagle? Fish? This is
					what she inspired in him, a nature show narrative?

				True, she didn’t know much about humans, but she had gleaned
					enough from gossip of other phae who played in the
					world. Humans like William who had found their way—or been tricked—into the
						phaedrealii never seemed particularly
					complicated. Josh seemed simpler yet. And yet his core eluded her.

				A musetta had to get to the
					core.

				“You love this place,” she said slowly.

				He angled his face to track the dark spread of feathers across
					the bright sky. “Why else would I be here?”

				Why else? Oh, because he’d been forced there and had no other
					choice. Because he was too afraid to be elsewhere. She was just hypothesizing,
					of course. “Why do you love it?”

				He smiled, and a dimple appeared below the scar on his cheek.
					“Look around. Who wouldn’t be inspired?”

				She narrowed her eyes. Was he teasing her? But he couldn’t know
					she was musetta.

				He gazed across the valley. The sun glinted on the hint of gold
					stubble on his jaw. “Anyone who doesn’t love it here should just get the hell
					out.” Though the words held the ring of a warning, his tone was pensive.

				He was obviously not speaking to her, but to a memory. Still,
					she took the words at face value. It wasn’t as if she wanted to be here. As soon
					as she knew the Hunter and sylfana were within her
					grasp, she could contact the vizier, and then she would leave Wolly and Bunco in
					the dust with the speed of her departure.

				Until then...

				“It is magical,” she murmured. She kept her face turned upward
					toward Josh.

				Slowly, almost reluctantly, his gaze drifted down to her.

				So close, snuggled into his chest, she saw his eyes weren’t
					truly muddy, just...complicated. The sparkle of light off the melting snow
					seemed to pick out each stroke of color, even the cloudy moonstone gleam that
					marred his right eye lens. Under her fierce regard, the ruddy flush returned to
					his cheeks. He shifted, and she felt the prod of his erection against her
					hip.

				Despite his commentary on the terrain and the hint of memories
					that troubled him, he was not at all unaware of her.

				She took advantage of his restless adjustment to nestle closer.
					“It is a cold magic though. Too cold for me.”

				He opened his coat and tucked her in. Pressed tight against
					him, something harder dug into her hip. She wedged her hand between them to feel
					the curved top. He sucked in his breath, whether at her icy fingers or sudden
					familiarity, she wasn’t sure.

				She traced the chunk of metal—not iron, but copper—that stood
					like a shield between her and the rousing heat behind his fly. “What’s
					this?”

				“My belt buckle.” His voice sounded strained.

				She tilted a little away from him to look down between their
					bodies. “That is a mighty belt buckle.”

				“Are you making fun, Miss Golden Slippers?”

				“Not at all.” From her angle, she couldn’t see much, but the
					ridges of carving ticked under her questing fingers. “It seems a fine
					buckle.”

				“It holds up my pants.” He caught her hand. “Let’s keep it that
					way.”

				She let him lace his fingers through hers. “You made it, didn’t
					you?” The echo of his spirit reverberated in the copper. “You are a metal smith,
					an artist?”

				“Just a cowboy. I learned some basics to shoe the horses, do a
					bit of machining when things break. The buckles...” He shrugged. “I sell a few,
					enough to pay for a bale of hay here and there. People seem to like them.”

				So he had a calling in him, simple though it was. He would be
					more amenable to her musetta powers. And he might
					have iron. Could she trick him into capturing the Hunter and sylfana? If so, she’d return to the phaedrealii a hero.

				She bit her lip. Her musetta powers
					had never been tried against a human on a task more critical than an ode. And
					look how well that had turned out.

				When Josh focused on her lips, she forced a smile sultry enough
					to melt a crater in the snow around them, maybe through the bedrock below.
					“You’ll have to show me more of your great talents.” More of what was hidden
					behind the metal.

				He must have heard the double meaning in her voice, because he
					did not let go of her hand again.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				Josh groomed Bunco, but the usually calming routine had
					no such effect today. With his hired hands spending the weekend in town thanks
					to the sudden freeze, the chores were all his. He took a slow breath, trying to
					find serenity in the scent of hay and the snuffle of contented horse.

				But his every nerve was fine tuned to the cabin. While brushing
					Bunco’s tail, he wanted to run his fingers through Adelyn’s dark locks. Would
					her hair be as silky as it looked? His fingers caught in a knot, and the tail
					twitched out of his grasp.

				“Sorry, sorry. I wasn’t watching.” Wasn’t thinking right,
					either, if he really imagined his gorgeous guest wanted his rough hands on
					her.

				Finally he made his way to the house, only somewhat dragging
					his boot heels. When he had left this morning, the cabin had seemed right fine.
					The rambling homestead edged with ferns bravely curling out of the snow wasn’t
					as grand as the Hunters’ house, but the view it faced was every bit as pretty,
					especially with the prime Angus making bold black dots against the white
					field.

				But compared to the woman inside, now the silvered cedar logs
					and slightly warped roofline seemed homely instead of just homey.

				His jaw tightened. This wasn’t Hollywood-style,
					computer-generated fakery. This was a real working ranch. And he was a real
					working rancher. And neither were without their scars.

				He touched his cheekbone though he couldn’t feel the old cut
					through his calluses. Danielle had once said his partly blinded eye made him
					look broken-bottle mean. In reality, he’d been working with sheet metal—no, not
					working, playing—and the edge had slashed him.

				Now he had a living, breathing piece of art in his bathroom. He
					rather suspected she had more sharp edges than she’d shown him yet.

				Danielle had always wanted a second bath. That seemed silly to
					him—who was going to use it?—but now he wished Adelyn wasn’t standing in arms
					reach of his personal towel, wrapping her fingers around his soap, which was
					only boring man soap since Danielle left.

				And the only reason he was thinking of his ex was because he
					was ticking off on his fingers how many months had passed since he’d fallen into
					bed with someone other than himself.

				At the front door, he braced his hand on the coat hanger made
					out of an old horseshoe and kicked off his boots—he’d need his bare toes to
					complete his calculations—as if he could kick the wistful wishes out of his
					head.

				Not likely.

				He stood in the entry next to Wolly, both of them staring down
					the hallway toward the bedrooms. Josh had left Adelyn a clean T-shirt and a pair
					of sweat pants. His own, of course; he had nothing else to give her.

				“I’m back,” he called. Not too loud. Didn’t want to seem like
					he thought she would care, but he didn’t want to scare her either.

				“Josh?”

				Wolly pricked his ears, and Josh almost thought his did the
					same. It was the first time she had said his name aloud, and the single
					syllable—even partly muffled by the doorway between them—reverberated in his
					body like a hammer strike on an anvil.

				Her voice continued, getting a little louder. “I was
					wondering...”

				She stepped out from the master bedroom. Light from his bedroom
					poured through the doorway and turned the air around her damp skin into a misty
					halo.

				And apparently sucked all the moisture from his mouth. He
					swallowed hard against his tight throat.

				She hadn’t used the towel he left out for her. She had wrapped
					herself in his towel, which had seemingly shrunk
					since his last use. It strained across her breasts and barely skimmed her lush
					thighs. Against the pale fluff of cotton, her dusky skin looked like some rich,
					sweet, decadent, caramel coffee drink that no cowboy should drink.

				But he was so damn thirsty.

				She held her hand out toward him. “I need you for a moment,
					Josh.”

				Considering the way his cock was pounding a countdown on his
					zipper, a moment was about all she’d get from him. But he could not resist, not
					with the scent of her water-warmed body drifting toward him. He padded down the
					hall, his steps silent on the smooth old wood.

				Her green gaze teased him beneath her dark lashes, but she did
					not lower her hand. “Here.” She backed into the bedroom. He followed as if a
					rein stretched between them.

				She turned to the bed, drenched in snow-bounced sun from the
					window and big skylight. His entire body shook with disbelief. Was he
					dreaming?

				She lifted something and faced him again. “Can you do this for
					me?”

				He would do anything. With difficulty, he fastened his gaze on
					the satchel and the small pot she withdrew from the interior. “What...” He
					cleared his throat. “What is it?”

				“For my wrists.”

				He walked his gaze up her skin. Of course. The blood-streaked
					bandages. He should have done something about them before. Focus, damn it. He
					drew a steadying breath, but the fragrance of her made his head spin.

				“Let me wash my hands.” His voice was still a little rough.

				He walked past her, ignoring her surprised look, and headed for
					the bathroom. He shut the door behind him.

				After turning on the water—cold—he leaned with his hands braced
					on the sink. He couldn’t see anything in the moisture-clouded mirror except a
					vague outline of his face. Almost like he hadn’t been able to see, hear or think
					clearly since he’d found her. Was he that hard up?

				He reached down to adjust himself through his jeans. Hell yeah,
					he was that hard.

				He could probably scramble out through the bathroom window, but
					she needed his help and he’d never been the sort to run away. By the time he
					finished washing his hands and splashing cold water down the back of his neck,
					the mirror had cleared. He looked like a man with a mission.

				When he returned to the bedroom, Adelyn was sitting in the
					middle of the bed. The only bed in the house. His bed. Against the red tartan
					flannel of the thick comforter, her skin glowed. With her legs curled under her,
					the towel hitched even higher on her thighs. A dark triangle of space between
					the bridged edge of the towel and her skin centered directly over what would be
					her other dark triangle.

				So much for the cold water.

				“Let’s see those wrists.” If he did this quickly, he might get
					out with dignity intact.

				She held out both wrists at once, and the knot of the towel
					between her breasts slackened. Not enough to fall open, but enough.

				He refused to watch the slow loosening. He grabbed the pot from
					the satchel and popped the cork top out. Instead of the oily reek of bag balm,
					the scent of flowers—not too sweet, but wild, like meadow flowers—filtered
					through the room.

				He frowned. “You need something strong for these
					abrasions.”

				She waited with her hands outthrust. “Trust me, this is
					strong.”

				If he told her to scoot closer to him, the movement might undo
					her towel, so he crooked one knee onto the bed beside her.

				But he kept one foot on the floor behind him.

				He scooped the satiny-smooth salve onto two fingers. Gingerly,
					he took her hand in his and rubbed the salve around one wrist. God, her skin was
					so softer. Not a single rough spot of hard work on her hands, and her wrists
					were as delicate as a newborn foal’s fetlock, slender tendons sliding under his
					thumb.

				“Who hurt you?” He tried to keep his voice as gentle as his
					touch though a fury tightened his throat.

				“It’s not important.”

				“It is to me.” He raised his gaze to hers. “No man should treat
					you like this.”

				“What makes you think it was a man?” When he paused in his
					gentle massage, she gave him a half-quirk of a smile. “So tell me, Josh, how
					would you treat me?”

				She rotated her hands under his to wrap her fingers around his
					wrists in loose manacles. Though she left no marks like the scorched lines
					around her wrists, her touch heated his skin, and despite her delicate build, he
					did not think he could break her hold. Not that he wanted to be freed.

				With the barest tug, she pulled him forward so both his knees
					were on the bed. As his foot left the floor, he felt like he was falling, not
					onto the sunny bed but somewhere deeper, darker.

				His fingers tingled from the salve, and he wondered what was in
					it. That tingle was spreading all through his body.

				When he opened his mouth to answer—though he wasn’t sure what
					answer he would have given—she reached up to settle her forefinger over his
					bottom lip. The scent of wildflowers made his head spin. His mouth heated at the
					touch of her skin and the sweet salve.

				“Don’t tell me,” she murmured. “Show me.”

				“Adelyn...”

				“No more names.” She shifted to her knees to face him, shoving
					aside the satchel. The motion dislodged the knot of the towel—just as he had
					known it would—and the fabric unspooled around her.

				He inhaled sharply at the unveiling, but he had only a glimpse
					of her curved hips and dark-peaked breasts before she leaned in and kissed
					him.

				Her mouth slanted across his, and the tingle of the salve
					jolted all the way through him. Unbalanced on the bulk of the comforter below
					them, she rocked into him. He gripped her shoulders to steady her, and the
					warmth of her skin under his palms made his fingers clench reflexively. To hold
					her like he’d never let go.

				He forced himself to gentle his grip, and he slid one hand
					upward, into her hair. With a groan, he found the black strands even more silky
					than he had imagined. Anchored in her hair, he tipped her head and deepened the
					kiss.

				For a second, she stiffened, as if surprised, but then she
					widened her mouth to accommodate him. Her tongue teased his with matching
					fervor.

				Whatever was in that salve—the heat and the shiver—seemed to
					spread with the invisible curls of the perfume until his senses were awash. He
					tasted the sunlight in her, and the darkness, and it threatened to sweep away
					that last of his sense. He could only cling to her and the long, slowly sinking
					kisses.

				She laughed against his mouth. “Bend me like your soft metals.
					Shape me to your dreams.”

				A dream. That explained it all. A fever dream, he was so hot
					with wanting her. His whole body tightened as if from a sunburn, as if he stood
					too close to his forge.

				But it wasn’t a dream, he knew that. She was real, a real woman
					in his arms. He tried to pull back, to push some fresh air between them, and
					they both gasped as their lips separated.

				The space only gave her room to slide her hands up inside his
					shirt. The pearl snaps popped one after the other, from navel to neck. Air
					rushed across his bare chest—like oxygen into a fire—and set his blood
					raging.

				She surged up against him again. If he hadn’t braced himself,
					they would have both tumbled to the bed. Her stiffened nipples thrust against
					his chest. Unbidden, his fingers curved to match the outer arc of her breasts. A
					perfect handful for his wide palm. He groaned and took her mouth in a hard
					kiss.

				When he lifted his head, he thought he was tearing himself
					apart. “Adelyn,” he whispered.

				“Josh,” she answered. For a heartbeat, he thought he heard a
					note of mockery. Or was that desperation? He had always done better reading the
					animals with their basic needs, the land with its regular cycles. Women were a
					mystery.

				He let his hands slide down to her hips, to hold her back since
					he couldn’t grab her wounded wrists. He couldn’t help but notice, despite his
					good intentions, that unlike the dark wealth of her hair, down lower she was
					smooth, without even a shadow to hide the dusky plump flesh. “Whatever happened
					to you, this isn’t the way to forget or to pretend it didn’t happen.”

				“You said this was a place to get away,” she reminded him.

				She trailed her fingertips down his chest and raked lightly
					over his nipples. His sharp breath sucked in his belly, leaving a gap behind his
					belt buckle.

				With one flick, she released the copper buckle. The etched
					metal swung open like a welcoming gate, and she unzipped his jeans.

				Any last ounce of willpower he had was lost with the whisper of
					her fingers against his straining flesh. Long hours in the saddle were more
					comfortable without underwear seams that might chafe in sensitive places, but
					that common sense wardrobe choice left him no extra layers of defense now.

				“Adelyn...” This time her name was not a protest but an
					enticement.

				“Do you have a muse, Josh?”

				“A what?” His voice was thick, like his cock swelling toward
					her.

				“A muse. An inspiration. Something that...” She slipped her
					hand into the front of his jeans. “Something that arouses you.”

				“A muse...” His grasp tightened on her hips, and he shuddered
					as she wrapped her fingers loosely around him. “You.”

				“Yes.” She tipped toward him with a sigh and set her lips to
					his. Her tongue traced the inner curve of his mouth, and his hips jerked in
					eager response.

				When she lifted her mouth, they were both panting, and his cock
					was a branding iron in her hand, hot and hard.

				She let her fingers slip away. “Take off your clothes.”

				He rocked off the bed and shucked his jeans, letting the shirt
					slide off his shoulders. But when she reached for him, he eluded her. He swept
					the comforter back, pushing up the flannel into a thick nest. “First things
					first. Lie back.”

				She stared at him, her green eyes half lidded.

				He hooked one arm behind the small of her back, looming over
					her, and gave her a slow smile. “I’m feeling inspired.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				Adelyn hesitated. A musetta
					teased and stimulated, and then, often enough, a musetta vanished without a trace. But had any musetta ever just laid back and indulged?

				The thought was tempting. More tempting yet was the shine of
					desire and determination in Josh’s many-colored eyes. He wanted her, but he
					wanted something more. Too bad he didn’t know a musetta couldn’t give it all. Inspiration alone didn’t have the
					power to deliver.

				A part of her rebelled. Maybe she had never been able to create
					anything of her own, but he was offering to inspire her. What would that look
					like? Well, it looked like a very intent cowboy. But what would it feel like?

				She relaxed into the curve of his arm. With the same strength
					that had lifted her onto the horse, he eased her back onto the hillocks of the
					bed coverings. The contrast between the cool fabric and his hot skin made her
					shiver with delight.

				He leaned down to kiss her and she buried her fingers in his
					golden hair. A fairy princess of the kind the humans preferred might dream of
					possessing such thick, waving locks. But he reached up to untangle her and
					stretched her arms over her head, making her arch.

				His lips traveled down her jaw, traced the flying pulse along
					the column of her neck, skimmed the hollow of her throat. She arched higher, but
					he needed no such encouragement.

				His mouth circled a hot, damp path around her nipple, making
					her moan with eagerness as the circle tightened, teased, and backed away.

				She’d had her share of court affairs, but finding pleasure
					through the obscuring lies of glamour was a trick. Josh’s big hand wandered
					places of her body secret from her phae lovers, a
					surprise even to her: the curve of her lower rib, the back of her knee as he
					drew her leg up, the fine bones of her ankle.

				When he ran his hand along the inside of her thigh, she
					realized he had dipped his fingers into the salve. The fragrance ringed her, and
					he slipped one finger inside her at the same time as he finally closed his lips
					over her nipple.

				She bucked against him, a wordless demand, and he obliged with
					a second torturously slow finger. The flat of his tongue laved her breast in a
					long, winding caress that echoed the lingering screw of his hand.

				His thumb—slick with salve, just a little work roughened—found
					the exposed center of her yearning flesh. He circled once, twice, ah, the
					magical three times, and she came apart in a shower of flower petals.

				At least it felt like that, like some rogue wind kept blowing
					her in every direction, higher and higher. She came again and cried out his
					name, careless of the consequences that came with naming.

				When she caught her breath, she had to glance at herself to
					make sure she was intact and that her glamour hadn’t slipped. But the satiny,
					drifting feeling lingered as she stared into the arrogance of his grin.

				“God, you are so hot,” he murmured. “So damn ready.”

				She held her arms open to him. “Let me show you how ready.”

				He surged up over her, his hair mussed from her hands, his lips
					reddened. Flushed and flawed. The scar gleaming across his eye reminded her that
					all her courtier lovers had been perfect. At least their glamour had always been
					perfect. She had never revealed her weaknesses either.

				But Josh had no such reservations. With his arms braced on
					either side of her, he was poised exposed, his chest wide open and vulnerable.
					Like the thrust of his engorged flesh, he had no fear, and she wanted that bold
					conviction. She centered herself under him, canting her hips to meet his.

				She gasped at the slow impalement, and he paused, “Adelyn?” But
					she rocked up against him and he was sheathed in her flesh, and she forgot where
					one of them stopped and the other started as they moved together in one
					motion.

				As a musetta, she had teased him.
					Now he took that power from her, pushing harder and faster than she had
					imagined, until her back arched and her head tilted into the blankets, offering
					him her aching breasts and the wild rush of her pulse.

				He licked her nipple and rolled the other between his long
					fingers as he ground his hips into hers. The pressure against her core was her
					undoing and she came apart again, just as he jackknifed against her with a
					shout, a wordless cry that nevertheless had a power in it she couldn’t decipher.
					He thrust again, and one more time, and then he shuddered. He dropped his head
					to the crook of her neck, his breath heaving, hot over her skin.

				The spasms in her own flesh quieted slowly with his breathing.
					After a long moment, he withdrew and lowered himself to rest at her side, their
					limbs still entwined.

				“I don’t usually do this.” His voice was muffled against her
					shoulder.

				She tripped her fingertips down his chest toward his
					still-rampant erection. “You are naturally gifted then.”

				He pulled slightly away and caught her hand. “I don’t mean...I
					don’t know what came over me.”

				She laughed, low in her throat. “You came over me.”

				He gave her a repressive look. “I am trying to say, I don’t
					usually take a woman to bed on the first date. Not that this was a date
					even.”

				She raised her hand to cup his cheek. The mingled scent of
					their sex and the flowers followed the gesture. Her heart seemed to skip once.
					“That makes me feel very special.”

				He stared. “Really?”

				“Don’t you think it means something that you would share
					yourself with me, like this?”

				“You are some kind of woman.”

				“Not any kind you know.”

				“Maybe not.” He caught her hand and pressed a kiss to the
					center of her palm, though his gaze never left hers. “I want you to know I take
					full responsibility for anything that might come of what we just did. I
					never...That is, I’m clean, and I always do the right thing.”

				Of that she had strangely little doubt. “What might come of
					this besides our pleasure?”

				His brow furrowed. “I guess you’re on birth control?”

				Did he sound panicked, or disappointed? She touched the line on
					his forehead. “My kind rarely have children of our own.” Even with their numbers
					decimated by iron, the phae were slow to
					rebound.

				“Your kind?” He curled one finger through her hair. “You mean
					supermodels?”

				She hadn’t meant to get into a discussion of her background, so
					she kissed him again to distract him. He seemed willing if the renewed prodding
					against her hip was any indication.

				Despite her reassurances, he insisted on protection the second
					time. As if human semen held any worries for her compared to the Hunter and the
					Ruiner and the Queen.

				But when Josh rolled her into his arms, those worries, much
					like the phaedrealii, seemed far away. For the first
					time in her phae existence, she did not think about
					her place or who she had to impress. Judging from his fevered breaths, Josh
					wanted her exactly where she was, so she gave herself up to his inspired
					touch.

				They showered together afterward and he swathed her wrists
					again in salve and loose bandages then gave her a gentle nudge toward the
					clothes she had ignored before. “Get dressed while I make us some dinner.”

				He kissed her once, then left, barefoot and barechested. She
					watched him go with her lips still tingling from the kiss.

				She dressed quickly in garments too large for her and smelling
					of him while the dog Wolly watched her from the doorway. She met the flat brown
					stare.

				“I am not here to claim your human,” she said in the phae’s lyrical tongue. “We have no quarrel, you and
					I.”

				The dog seemed disinclined to believe her and did not move back
					when she approached. But from the other side of the house drifted the smell of
					something meaty, and after one more searching stare, Wolly trotted away.

				Adelyn followed the dog toward the sound of rattling pans in
					the kitchen. There was a woman’s touch on the house, obvious in the
					ruffle-topped gingham curtains framing the windows and the throw pillows that
					matched the couch in the parlor, but no recent sign of a female presence. Hence
					the dust, the towering pile of books on only one side of the couch, and the
					tools scattered on the dining table. Not to mention the pall of loneliness.

				She paused at the dining table to look over belt buckles in
					various stages of creation. The one centered in front of the lone chair had been
					etched and stamped. Empty settings showed where insets of some sort would
					go.

				A dish of stones sat nearby, and she stirred her finger through
					the selection. Nothing precious, just an opal, some chunks of coral and
					turquoise, a handful of tumbled jaspers, but the stones were lovingly polished
					and a pleasure to touch.

				Josh stuck his head through the kitchen doorway. “Ready to
					eat?”

				“I was looking at your art.”

				He ducked his head a little. “Ain’t art.”

				She lifted one eyebrow. “What do you call it?”

				“Messing around.”

				She shook her head. “You put your touch on these. Simple—” He
					snorted and she gave him a hard look. “But strong. Straightforward and true.
					Quite lovely.”

				He straightened. “Definitely not me. Come on in here. We’ll eat
					at the counter where there’s an actual view.”

				She wondered why he was so dismissive of the joy he obviously
					found in and gave to the work. As a musetta, she was
					irked that he would deny himself. She followed him to the small kitchen that
					looked out over a stand of birch trees, banded black and white against the blue
					sky.

				“Every window shows something different,” she noted. The phaedrealii had no windows, just frames where the
					illusions shifted at the Queen’s whim.

				Josh pulled out a stool tucked under the kitchen counter and
					gestured for her to sit. “A good reminder that every day is something
					different.”

				She stared at him curiously as she sat and let him ease her
					closer to the counter. “You are a philosopher too?”

				He took a seat beside her. “Hardly. Most people would say
					nothing here changes, but that’s only because they’re so busy looking for
					something else, they don’t see what’s right in front of them.” His jaw tightened
					a moment as he stared out the window, then he slanted her a wry grin. “So there
					I go, philosophizing. It’s taken me about as far as a rocking horse on an oil
					slick.”

				Their thighs bumped in the close quarters. From a skillet
					between them, he served up a fluffy mixture of egg, potato, sausage, and bright
					bell pepper bits. She recognized all the ingredients, but when the first forkful
					slid into her mouth, her eyes widened.

				Apparently the tongue was not as easily fooled by illusion. She
					was halfway through her plate before she realized Josh was smiling at her.

				“Your kind don’t eat enough, do they?”

				She took another defiant bite before she answered. “Where I
					come from, a lot is different from here.” In the phaedrealii, every day was very much the same: food that
					sparkled—and tasted—like sand, views of nothing real, and the fear. Of course
					the fear.

				He must have caught something in her expression because he put
					down his fork to brush her hair back from her face. “You’re here now, and you’re
					safe. Unless I recruit you to feed the chickens. The rooster is a cocky
					bastard.”

				Adelyn leaned into his caress. “I think I can deal with
					one...rooster.” She gave him a slow smile.

				He paused with his hand at her nape, then straightened her
					stool. “Finish your dinner like a good girl. I got dessert if you want it.”

				She added a wicked slant to her lips. “I bet I know what it is.
					But it isn’t for good girls.”

				To her delight, hot color stained his cheeks. Had any of her
					kind ever blushed? She couldn’t imagine a pursuit wicked enough to fluster a
						phae. No, she would only find such a gorgeous,
					riotous fever in her flushed cowboy.

				He pulled a mock scowl and nudged her plate. “There are seconds
					if you want them.”

				“I do want,” she confessed with another suggestive glance from
					beneath her lashes. “Maybe thirds.”

				When they finished, he made her sit while he cleaned up. She
					had never seen dishes washed before. The plates from a phaedrealii feast—spun with illusion from bracken leaves or shards
					of ice or nothing at all—were torn or smashed or disappeared when backs were
					turned.

				She rather thought she preferred the phae method.

				She brought herself up short. Of course she preferred the phae way. She was
					phae. And the only way to get back to her way of
					life was to end the Hunter’s. The impossible compulsion pressed her harder than
					Wolly’s insistent stare at the back of her head.

				Josh dunked the dishes in lemon-scented bubbles. “I’ll fire up
					the cell signal booster. I meant to do that as soon as we got home, but I was
					distracted.” He glanced at her over his shoulder. The intensity of his gaze
					sparked something in her; not quite a blush, but...”Maybe we can reach the
					Hunters and find out when they’ll be back.”

				Curse the Hunter. Adelyn gripped the edge of the stool as the
					blood rushed out of her head. “Tell me about them.”

				His brows lifted. “You’ve never met them?”

				“No. We have...acquaintances in common.”

				“They’re good people. They’ll help you.”

				They’d kill her if they discovered her intent. And they weren’t
					people at all. Not that Josh could know that.

				Again, her expression must have worried him because he left the
					soapy water to stand in front of her, his knees bumping hers while his hands
					dripped. “Whatever happened to you, it happened far away from here. You’re with
					me now, and I won’t let anything bad touch you again.”

				The bad things weren’t far at all, just over the next valley,
					where the spoors would be growing, where the rebellious phae would be taken by the Queen’s Ruiner. She forced herself to
					look up at Josh with a tremulous smile. “You are a good man to bring me
					here.”

				Had she ever met a good phae?
					Glorious and powerful, yes; never simply good. But Josh’s goodness put him so
					terribly at risk. How would he even recognize phae
					peril? He certainly hadn’t seen it in her.

				By bringing the phaedrealii
					intrigue here, she was endangering his valley as unfairly as she’d been banished
					from her place. The knowledge chewed at her with teeth like Bunco’s, dull and
					grinding, but she didn’t see any other way to get home.

				Unable to apologize or explain without betraying herself, she
					had nothing to offer him except a musetta’s
					exhilaration. She reached out to tangle her fingers in the waistband of his
					jeans. “Let me be your dessert.”

				He stepped between her spread knees. “You are sweet.” His voice
					was husky.

				“No, but I can pretend for you.”

				“Adelyn...”

				She slid off the stool to her knees and unzipped his jeans in
					one graceful move. His erection surged from behind the denim before she had
					safely cleared the little steel teeth.

				She smiled at him as she tugged his jeans lower. “What were you
					thinking over there at the dirty dishes?”

				“About you. I was thinking about you.” He propped one bare foot
					on the stool, giving her full access.

				She slipped her fingers under his sac, caressing the hot, heavy
					weight of him. He groaned when she breathed across his damp tip.

				“Ah, Adelyn. I want you so bad.”

				“You have me,” she assured him. For this moment. As for what
					came next...That too would be him, if the jerk of his hips was any indication.
					She would give him this. Never mind that the phae
					only took and never gave. This once, she would be musetta and he would remember her forever, if only in his
					dreams.

				Was that cruel? Perhaps. She was phae after all. But just once more, she wanted to hear him cry out
					her name.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 6

				The winter evening dark closed in before Josh went out
					to settle the animals. Wolly glared at him reproachfully as they completed their
					tasks and made one last circuit through the barn.

				Josh grinned. “You’re just cranky because you’re sleeping in
					the living room tonight.”

				He had tried to get a call out with the cell signal booster,
					which was fairly reliable, but had given him only crackling static. So no word
					to his hired hands or to Vaile.

				He rarely let tech failures upset him—never seemed to make a
					difference—and this time he has happy to let his cozy world get just a little
					smaller.

				Adelyn seemed content too. She had offered to accompany him on
					his nightly tour, but he preferred to keep her curled in the comforter, warming
					his bed.

				A man could get used to that.

				He wanted to finish the belt buckle for her. He had all the
					right stones, and the base was delicate enough for a woman.

				For his woman.

				The thought came out of nowhere. Well, not nowhere really. It
					came from somewhere behind his own belt buckle, but it was a strange mix of low
					and high, from cock to belly to heart. All of him wanted to put his mark on
					her.

				And he knew it wasn’t just the sex, fantastic as it might be.
					He’d never felt this way about a woman. He’d watched his ex leave without a
					word. But Adelyn...

				He might never let her go.

				Josh paused under the big barn light that filled the yard
					outside the stable with a white glow. He took a breath of the cold air to steady
					his suddenly racing pulse. Just standing there, but he was moving too fast. He
					was practically branding her as his with a big ol’ belt buckle when a girl like
					her would be thinking of rings—fine rings, rings with sparkling rocks of the
					kind he would never have the chance to touch.

				God, was he thinking of rings? He
					dragged one hand around the collar of his coat.

				He wasn’t going to say anything. That would be stupid. He would
					wait. He had time. The cattle were fed and watered. The horses and goats were in
					their stalls for the night. The hens and their damned rooster were battened
					down. Wolly was...

				Wolly was staring out into the night, hackles raised and lips
					drawn back over shining teeth.

				Josh’s fingers twitched. Slowly, he released the belt loop
					around his knife and let the sturdy wooden handle fill his palm. He had left the
					rifle in the house. Maybe Adelyn...No, she wouldn’t know how to use it. She’d
					seemed taken aback by the workings of the shower massager.

				Could be one of the usual valley critters, nosing around, but
					Wolly had a good bark for all those. This was something else. Josh faded back
					from the revealing brightness of the stable light.

				He wasn’t letting anything—or anyone—near Adelyn.

				Giving Wolly the stay signal and a hard stare, Josh crept
					toward the trees, staying out of the reach of the lights.

				The quiet of a winter night in the wilds of Oregon had a
					particular tone, like the silence after a bell was rung, clean and clear.
					Tonight, a jangled tension—and not just his own—raised the hair on the back of
					his neck. Something was off.

				When everything had been going so right. The coincidence seemed
					suspicious.

				Despite his steady grip, the knife was cold in his hand. And
					still it wasn’t as cold as the blood in his veins. He had never killed a man,
					but whoever had bound and burned Adelyn might very well be the first.

				The pine needles bent silently under his boots as he threaded
					between the blackjacks. The moon had not yet risen but the starlight on the
					remains of the snow gave the scene a ghostly, night-vision cast.

				Strangely, he caught the first glimpse out of the corner of his
					bad eye, but he didn’t have time to wonder about that. He was expecting a man,
					so when the shape scuttled low, waist-high, and broad, he was almost relieved. A
					grumpy bear wouldn’t be so hard to run off.

				But it wasn’t a bear, too small. And too big to be a wolf. It
					moved like a predator though, intent and aggressive.

				He didn’t think it had seen him. It was circling toward the
					house and he had come up on its rear flank. He kept the bulk of a big pine
					between them as he advanced.

				He was so focused, he didn’t hear the cabin door open or see
					the spill of light over the porch.

				He heard his name though, clear and beautiful as a second bell
					ringing.

				“Josh?”

				Shit. He hadn’t expected her to come out. Neither had the thing
					he was stalking, obviously. It froze on the other side of the tree.

				Just for a heartbeat though. Then it sprang toward the
					house.

				“Adelyn!” he yelled. “Get inside! Now!”

				The thing moved fast, freakishly fast, and its dark hide
					reflected no light. It would have been invisible against bare earth, but it
					stood out against the snow, thin legs skittering over the ground.

				On the porch, wrapped in his comforter, Adelyn turned toward
					his voice.

				He was already running. “Get inside!” he roared. “Go!”

				She turned, but the thing—a blur of motion—was almost at the
					bottom step. She screamed as she stumbled toward the door.

				Wolly burst from the shadows. He launched across the steps to
					slam the thing hard.

				The two shapes rolled across the yard, giving Josh precious
					seconds to reach the fight. Wolly yelped in surprise as he was thrown off. Josh
					hauled back and gave the creature a bar-room kick, the boot-powered kind that
					could lift a grown man several feet in the air.

				The thing shrilled some unearthly cry that iced his spine. It
					scrabbled at him with—what the hell?—three legs?!

				He dodged away as one of the three spindly legs stabbed at him
					again, piercing the edge of his coat. The sharp tip of the leg gleamed as it
					went right through the heavy sheepskin.

				It spun toward him, oddly graceful. And one bulging eye glared
					at him from the middle of its head.

				He choked. Shock made him hesitate and it launched at his face.
					Instinct as much as intent drove the knife out in front of him. The thing
					slammed into him and impaled itself.

				It shrieked again, but it didn’t stop. All three legs scrabbled
					at him.

				Adelyn was screaming, not incoherently although he didn’t quite
					understand her. “It’s an imp, Josh. Kill it!”

				The broad jaws gaped as it squealed again, and foul air erupted
					around its tusk-like teeth. But Josh took the kill
						it command to heart.

				Before it killed him.

				Suddenly, the thing fell back. Wolly had grabbed it from
					behind. It whirled, thrashing, and Wolly yelped again, not surprise this time
					but pain. Josh stabbed with grim precision, to no apparent effect.

				“Josh! Take this iron. Strike the eye!”

				He half turned toward Adelyn and something was flying toward
					him. He reached out to grab...the old horseshoe from beside the front door? How
					was that going to help when his knife hadn’t slowed it?

				“Get my gun,” he shouted back.

				He lunged at the thing. Imp, she’d said. The imp reared back on
					one leg, aiming at the fallen Wolly with two sharp appendages.

				Josh stabbed the eye with his knife. The imp abandoned Wolly to
					whirl on him, wrenching the knife from his hands.

				Which left him with the horseshoe.

				Holding one end in his fist, he lashed out awkwardly. The imp
					flinched, but not fast enough. He buried the blunt metal in its eye.

				With a hissing scream, the bulging orb burst into flame.

				Josh stumbled away from the fierce blue fire, his heart
					pounding. The imp shrieked a rising crescendo of agony. It turned in a half
					dozen circles through the snow, blazing a mad corkscrew pattern in the
					darkness.

				Shock kept Josh pinned for a moment, then he bolted for the
					house.

				Adelyn stepped out the door with his gun, her face ashen above
					the comforter tucked around her. “You don’t need this now,” she said. “The iron
					will end it.”

				He racked a round as he ran back to the imp. Her words—no, not
					her words, the calmness of her tone—rang in his head louder than the gunshots as
					he emptied half the magazine into the motionless thing.

				The silence afterward hung thick with shadows and secrets, and
					the embedded horseshoe stuck up from the imp’s eyeball like the curve of a
					question mark.

				“Close enough for horseshoes and hand grenades,” he muttered.
					“Sure wish I had the grenade.”

				Wolly hobbled over to shove his nose under Josh’s hand.

				Josh smoothed the still-bristling ruff. “You okay, boy?” He did
					a gentle pat down. No blood, but the dog turned his head away stoically when
					Josh touched his shoulder. Hopefully just a bruise, but something to watch.
					Whatever that thing was...

				An imp, Adelyn had said. She’d been surprised at its
					appearance, but not shocked. She knew what it was. And she knew how to kill
					it.

				So who—or what—was she?

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 7

				Adelyn threw on the clothing Josh had put aside for her
					and joined him outside. The night chill bit sharp as any imp’s claws. Still not
					as sharp as the glance Josh shot her when she clomped across the yard in an
					extra pair of his too-big boots.

				She couldn’t meet his gaze and focused instead on the dog
					sniffing suspiciously at the still-smoldering imp. “Is Wolly all right?”

				“Just sore, I think.”

				“He was brave to charge like that, braver than most humans...”
					She tried to swallow back the word. Most people refused to believe the phae right before their eyes.

				But she knew Josh wasn’t most people.

				Sure enough, he turned to face her. “What the fuck is an
					imp?”

				She dragged her gaze up to his. “What do you see?”

				“What do you mean, what do I see? A fucking monster with a
					horseshoe burned through its eyeball. Its one fucking eyeball.”

				“Josh—”

				“I’m sorry. But fuck!”

				She laughed, then pressed the back of her hand to her mouth.
					“I’m sorry too.”

				He sighed. “Go ahead and laugh. This is crazy.”

				“You’re not crazy.”

				“I didn’t think I was.” The edge to his tone said he might wish
					otherwise. “So an old iron horseshoe through the eye finished it off when a
					knife and gun wouldn’t?”

				She nodded. “More might follow. I suggest we go back to the
					house.”

				“And find more iron.”

				She nodded again.

				With Wolly at heel, they returned to the porch. Josh paused to
					stare back at the night. “What about my stock?”

				“The imp only went after Wolly to...”

				“To get to you.”

				She bit her lip. She knew she should be afraid of Raze’s
					impatience, if the Queen’s vizier had already sent another spy. She should
					probably be even more afraid that the Hunter would be warned by the appearance
					of an imp and be coming to kill her next.

				But most of all, she was afraid of the look in Josh’s eyes.
					Cold and hard as iron, resistant to any illusion. A musetta’s seductive allure wasn’t going to distract him this
					time.

				In the house, she had a brief reprieve as Josh wiped the mud
					off Wolly’s coat, murmuring good dog while
					dispensing small crunchy bone-shaped cookies. Wolly lay down with a soft
					whine.

				The sound ripped at her. “Let me see.”

				Josh stared at her, narrow eyed, then he angled over to let her
					crouch beside him. “What can you do?”

				She didn’t answer. Musetta didn’t
						do anything. Or so she’d always believed. But
					just as she inspired tunes and odes, could she encourage the knitting of muscle
					and bone? She would never have tried such a thing in the phaedrealii, but here...

				For a moment, she hesitated, nonplused at her own nerve. Why
					did she think this would even work?

				Work. Josh used his hands for his work. She would do the same.
					She brushed her fingers over Wolly’s shoulder, so lightly the red fur didn’t
					ruffle as she let her thoughts drift.

				On his belt buckles, Josh etched patterns and laid in his
					polished stones so that the pieces became more than metal and rock. He put a
					little of himself into each one, and what he left behind was real and true.

				The dog was already real and true. If she just reminded
					him...

				Wolly waggled his stub tail and lowered his head to the cushion
					with a sigh.

				Josh scowled. “What did you do?”

				“Nothing. I don’t know. I...” She lifted her chin. “It’s
					magic.”

				Josh’s jaw flexed and he stood as if to get away from her.

				She gave Wolly a tentative pat on the shoulder and got another
					tail wag and no whine in return. She smiled before rising to face Josh. “The log
					rack there by the fireplace is iron. You have the iron skillet in the kitchen
					and two iron spoons that could be smelted into—”

				He took a step toward her. “Why iron?”

				“Because that is the only thing that stops them.” She wrapped
					her arms around herself, tucking her icy hands close to her body. “Be careful
					though. Many things you might think are iron are alloys and won’t have the same
					effect.”

				“And you know this how?” He took another step closer, looming
					now.

				She tightened her grip on herself, staring at his chest where
					the imp had slashed through his coat. He could have been killed. “I...”

				Gently, he put his hands on her shoulders. Despite what he’d
					been through, his hands were warm as he trailed down her arms, unwinding her
					grip around her belly, past the bandages at her wrists.

				He flattened her hands out between them.

				Her right palm was blistered from when she had grabbed the
					horseshoe and wrenched it off the wall.

				He glanced up from the wound and said softly, “You know this
					because you’re one of them.”

				She flinched and tried to pull away, but he didn’t let go.

				“Who are you?” His tone allowed no prevarication just as his
					grip permitted no escape. “What kind of person gets burned by iron?”

				“No kind of person.” Her voice sounded hollow to her ears. “I
					am phae.”

				She said the last word with the flowing tones of her kind, and
					from the widening of his eyes, she knew he understood, on some atavistic level:
					She was other.

				But he did not release her hands. Of course he didn’t. He had
					put a horseshoe through an imp’s eye. He would not be frightened off by a musetta.

				She let out a long, slow breath. “You humans call us
					fairies.”

				He lifted one eyebrow. “You aren’t pink. And where are your
					sparkly wings?”

				She grimaced. “Did you ever read the original fairy tales? They
					run red with blood. Pink is the watered-down version.” She tugged at his grasp
					again. He resisted another moment then let her go. She paced a short distance
					away. “Some phae are winged, but I am musetta.”

				“Musetta.” He wrapped his lips
					around the word in a way that made her shiver in memory of his lips on other
					parts of her. “What does that mean?”

				“Your stories call us muses, inspiration to artists, poets and
					the like.”

				His gaze sharpened. “That’s why you were interested in the belt
					buckles.”

				“I wondered if you had iron,” she admitted.

				“Because you knew that imp might come?”

				She hesitated, just a moment too long.

				His gaze sharpened another strop. “What is going on, Adelyn?”
					He drew out the syllables of her name just a touch, as if he questioned it.

				The suspicion stung, although of course she had lied about
					everything else.

				But how could she explain without putting him in danger? The
					Queen had strict policies against initiating humans into phae mysteries. At least humans who weren’t trapped in the phaedrealii and her bed. Turning the accusation
					around, she challenged, “If I had said, ‘I’m a fairy princess in need of
					rescue,’ would you have believed me?”

				“Probably.”

				The way he said it made her think he was telling the truth. Too
					bad she couldn’t afford to do the same.

				She swallowed back the urge to tell him everything. “I don’t
					want you to be hurt because of me.” Merely looking at the rip in his coat, she
					felt as if the tear went through her own chest.

				He must have heard the sincerity in her tone because his gaze
					softened. “I won’t let anyone—or anything—touch
					you.” He went to the couch and patted the seat beside him. “Was that imp after
					you?”

				She wanted to stand on her own, but his big body with the
					strong crook of his arm across the back of the couch was too tempting. She
					joined him and curled into his chest. “I don’t know what it wanted. But nothing
					good.”

				“Yeah, I got that part. So what next?”

				“No one will come looking for it until tomorrow night. They
					prefer to avoid daylight when they might encounter humans who might see what
					they are.” She broke off.

				Josh sighed. “Humans. Right. Like me. Which you are not.” He
					rubbed his forehead as if he could force the new reality into his skull. “And
					who is ‘they’?”

				“The ones who hurt me. I’m here because of them.” She tried to
					stay with the truth, or at least such truth as could be had from the phaedrealii. “Our Queen accused me of treason and
					wanted me dead. I’m trying to avoid that fate.”

				He brushed back her hair. “I’m with you on that. On
					everything.”

				She smiled, though her throat tightened. No one else in a court
					of phae who had supposedly loved her had been with
					her. Not a one of them had spoken on her behalf. Maybe there was a downside not
					knowing anyone’s true name; there was no one to call out to and no one who need
					answer.

				She touched his chest through the rip in his coat and murmured
					in distress when her fingers encountered long scratches. “You took more damage
					than Wolly. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

				His arm behind her shoulder tightened for a moment. “Let me get
					that skillet first.”

				When he returned from the kitchen, she threaded her fingers
					through his and led him to the bedroom. With careful hands, they stripped each
					other naked, avoiding her burns and his slashes, then he guided her into the
					shower. They left the light off, and the stars through the skylight turned the
					steam to liquid silver.

				She bit her lip as he gently cleaned her burned hand and then
					pressed a kiss to her knuckles.

				“You hurt yourself to help me,” he murmured.

				“Actually, it was Wolly who was in trouble,” she reminded
					him.

				“You hurt yourself to help my dog,” he amended. “Should I admit
					that makes me love you more?”

				Her heartbeat stuttered. Love? “Josh...”

				He kissed her. “Don’t worry about it. Not your fault I fall for
					impossible women. My ex-wife only wanted to live in a real city. But you, you’re
					a damn fairy princess. You probably live in a castle.”

				She did not correct him on the fairy princess part, nor did she
					try to dismiss his comment about falling. She was musetta. She existed to inspire passions.

				In silence, she cleansed his wounds, taken for her. Imps were
					vile but not toxic, and Josh’s coat had protected him from the worst of the
					damage.

				No, she was the phae who would hurt him.

				They anointed each other with the last of the salve she had
					brought. Then she led him to his bed and into her body, trying to give as much
					of herself as she could. Though what did she really have? She had come into his
					world carrying only a few spores and her intent to betray his friend. She would
					leave only a withered toadstool ring and more emptiness around him.

				For his part, he played her with an almost cruel gentleness,
					rousing her to a fierce wanting she thought would tear her apart. He teased and
					stroked her to the edge of release, his tongue and cock finding every aspect of
					her pleasure. Each time, he drew back, leaving her panting and longing, only to
					provoke her higher until she could take no more. With a cry, she arched into
					him, convulsing around him. He plunged into her with abandon, and she almost
					hoped he had all but forgotten her in his own fury until she looked up and found
					him staring down. She came again with his name on her lips, but before she could
					say more—what she intended, she had no idea—he kissed her and shuddered into her
					depths.

				Afterward, he pulled the comforter around them in a cocoon. She
					could almost imagine it was a sort of portal, taking them to a hidden place even
					the phae couldn’t find.

				He tucked her close under his arm and she kissed his chest.

				“Josh?”

				“Mmm?”

				“About...about you falling...”

				His arm tightened, not a hug, more a warning. “It’s
					nothing.”

				It wasn’t nothing. She didn’t want it be nothing, even though
					that would be best. “A musetta—a muse—inspires. That
					is what we do. That is what we are. We inspire...feelings. And passions.”

				“So you said.”

				There was an edge to his voice, but she couldn’t stop. “What
					you feel isn’t—”

				“I’m only half blind, and I’ve been around myself long enough
					to know what I feel.” He kissed the top of her head and sat up. Cold air rushed
					into the space he left. “I want to check on Wolly and walk around once more.
					It’s okay if you fall asleep.”

				He didn’t return for a long time, and her tears where they
					soaked the tartan plaid turned the yellow threads to gold.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 8

				In the first rays of morning light, Josh finished
					fixing the last iron blade to the wooden mop handle. The spear looked weirdly
					exotic in a log cabin. But no more out of place than the fairy princess in his
					bed.

				He propped the spear by the front door, next to three others.
					The tools to render down the skillet were out in the shop and he didn’t want to
					leave Adelyn alone, but he’d been able to turn the spoons and log rack into
					useful weapons.

				She wasn’t leaving without a fight.

				But she would leave eventually.

				He had heard it in her voice, in her exquisitely kind attempts
					to tell him his feelings—damn feelings—were confused. Just hours ago, he had
					killed some sort of fairy monster and she thought he was confused about his
					feelings. It wasn’t his feelings that confused him.

				“Damn you, woman,” he muttered. But she would just tell him she
					wasn’t a woman.

				Wolly wagged his stub tail in commiseration.

				When Josh heard her moving in the bedroom, he took one of the
					spears. “C’mon, boy. Let’s go see what we got last night.”

				They headed out into the yard under a gray sky, threatening
					more snow, and found the spot where the imp had burned. Only a sodden gray ash
					pile remained, but Josh knew it was the spot because Wolly put his nose down,
					sneezed, and then pissed right on it.

				If he had been the sort of man to disbelieve his own eyes, he
					might have been inclined to forget the night. But that would require forgetting
					Adelyn, which wasn’t going to happen.

				With the tip of the spear, he prodded the remnants of the imp
					corpse.

				To his surprise, a curl of smoke drifted up from the touch of
					the iron. Wolly sneezed again.

				The spear ticked against a hard object. Josh poked a little
					deeper and, nestled in the ashes, something glinted.

				He used the spear to flick it out. Wolly jumped back, then
					approached cautiously to sniff the find.

				Josh bent down to look too. A shining stone the size of his
					thumbnail lay in the dirt. Hesitantly, he reached for it. He smoothed the muck
					away with his fingertip.

				An emerald. To the bare eye, flawless in cut and clarity. He
					had never handled a gemstone like it, but he’d bet every cow in his pasture it
					was no imitation crystal. When he held the jewel to the wan winter light, it
					gleamed, a perfect match to Adelyn’s eyes.

				“Keep it,” Adelyn said from behind him. “As a reward.”

				He glanced over his shoulder. When he had first seen her in her
					fluttering veils and gold slippers, really he should have guessed she was a
					fairy princess. Now she stood just steps away, his worn heather flannel knotted
					at her midriff and his winter-gray sweatpants rolled over his extra boots.
					Though she was draped in his castoffs and his hands had learned the curves of
					her body, she seemed more untouchable—and more desirable—than ever. “You should
					take a spear with you when you leave the house. The wooden handle won’t burn
					your hands.”

				“Being near iron strips our glamour and leaves us exposed. It
					hurts, even when it’s not touching. Besides, I have you.”

				He pushed to his feet. “True. I’m yours to command.”

				Her eyes widened. “I didn’t mean—”

				“I know what you meant.” He tossed her the emerald and she
					caught it. “It’s yours, isn’t it?”

				She looked down at the glint of green in her hand. “Every phae has a knack. I cry stones.”

				Somehow, her disregard for the valuable jewel was the final
					rock hurled at the fragile glass of his old reality. He could almost hear the
					shattering. This was worse than when he’d taken off his eye patch years ago and
					realized the scarring on his cornea would forever blur his vision. “Not just
					stones. Gemstones.”

				She shrugged. “Not a remarkable talent among phae who could spin your straw into gold. Before I was
					exiled, I cried in front of the phaedrealii, and the
					imp swallowed it.”

				Had she cried because she hadn’t wanted to leave? “I guess it
					came after you.” He stared up at the sky, at the mountains that ringed them,
					anywhere but her. “The clouds will make it dark early, and I have chores.” He
					fished in his pocket and pulled out the old bone whistle he’d found earlier.
					“Just blow. I’ll come running.” He almost added like a
						dog, but didn’t want to insult Wolly.

				He thought he managed to keep his voice mostly matter-of-fact,
					but she winced. “Josh—”

				“Go on back to the house. And take Wolly with you. He’s still a
					little sore.”

				Adelyn gave him a distressed look, a look Wolly echoed. Josh
					gave them a shooing gesture and the dog reluctantly headed for the house, Adelyn
					trailing. They both glanced back at him, as if they didn’t believe a man wanted
					his alone time.

				He would just have to get used to it again.

				He moved through his chores, grateful for the work that kept
					his attention. Once he had fed and watered every living thing that actually
					wanted and needed him, he fired up the cell booster, dialed his phone, and held
					his breath. Sometimes cloud cover played hell with a signal, but sometimes the
					bounce was just right.

				Vaile picked up on the first ring. “Hey there, Josh. Never
					thought I’d get a call from you.”

				“I never would have thought a fairy needed a phone.”

				Silence. Then Vaile laughed, a fake laugh, as if he knew he
					should try to dissemble but also knew it was hopeless. “Really, Josh, not
					everybody from Hollywood is gay.”

				Josh ground his teeth. “I’m not that kind of hick.”

				“Too bad. This would be easier if you were.” Vaile sighed.
					“What’s this about?”

				“You have a broken water pipe that flooded your kitchen, and I
					have a musetta wearing my clothes.”

				After a long moment of silence, Vaile said, “I assume you
					turned off the water. As for the musetta...They are
					harder to turn away. Put her on the line.”

				Right. So they could talk over his simple human head. “She’s
					busy not being killed by imps. You’ll just have to talk to me.”

				In the background, Josh heard Vaile’s low rumble, probably to
					Imogene, who—now that he thought about it—was too damn beautiful to be a real
					woman. Movie star, his ass.

				Vaile returned to the line. “Mo says hi. She also says—and I
					quote—‘Don’t do it.’”

				“Tell her it’s too late. If you catch my drift.”

				Vaile grunted. “These phae females
					are beyond enchanting. And not always in a good way.”

				“Thanks for telling me all of this when I offered to watch your
					place.”

				“We didn’t know you’d actually see.”

				Josh touched the scar under his eye. “I should warn you, the
					implications of my incompetence are starting to piss me off. As soon as I get
					off the phone, my musetta and I are spending a quiet
					evening at home, smelting iron bullets. You owe me a frying pan, fairy.”

				“Call me fairy again and I’ll take that pan upside your head,
					cowboy.” Another pause and half-heard mumble. “Mo says iron won’t have the range
					of your normal rounds. You’ll have to get close.”

				“Good to know.”

				“We’ll be back as soon as we can. I’ll bring you a nice German
					titanium skillet.”

				“You’re in Germany? Shit.” Josh rubbed his chest where the
					imp’s scratches stung. “It’ll be days before you get here.”

				“Midnight. No later. When we fly, we trip the mushroom
					express.”

				Josh remembered the mushroom ring in the Hunters’ backyard.
					“Sounds like I have a lot to learn.”

				“Or a lot to forget.”

				Stubbornly, Josh didn’t respond.

				This time, Vaile’s sigh ended in a curse. “We had hoped to stay
					hidden until I finished fortifying the valley. We’ll just have to take them
					whenever they come. And by we, I don’t mean you, Josh.”

				“I’m already in it up to my eyeballs,” Josh argued. “Both eyes.
					So tell me what she’s running from.”

				At first he thought he wouldn’t get an answer, but then Vaile
					said, “A dream.”

				Josh waited a second, feeling deaf, dumb and blind. “I don’t get it.”

				“And you never will. You live in the sunlit world, where you
					wake from your dreams. For us, the dream is never-ending. And it has become a
					nightmare. Imogene and I, plus a few others, had to get away, but our Queen does
					not allow such freedom.”

				“I’ve heard about this Queen of yours. She won’t let you
					go?”

				“Not without a fight.”

				“Hell, I can give her that.”

				“You? A human?” Vaile gave a dismissive snort. “She’s not a
					Disney villainess, sure to be defeated in the last act.”

				“That’s fine with me. I always wanted the stories to be longer
					anyway.”

				When they disconnected, Josh started on the iron bullets.

				He might be just the simple sidekick in this story, but he read
					enough to know he had two choices in the end: Win the girl.

				Or die.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 9

				Adelyn looked around at the disaster. Who could’ve
					guessed she’d need so many spoons? She glanced ruefully at the sink. A touch of
					glamour would be quicker than lemon bubbles. But when she left, the dirty dishes
					would reveal themselves.

				If only that was her biggest mess.

				Fortunately, she had watched Josh deal with such chaos, so she
					plunged into the work. The bubbles were almost like a glamour, silky under her
					fingertips and glistening with tiny rainbows. But when they popped, they left
					clean dishes behind. A simple magic, yet strangely satisfying. She had all the
					pots scrubbed and upended beside the sink to dry when Josh came through the
					doorway.

				He looked around with a wary gaze that popped her own bubble.
					“Did you make something?”

				“Lunch.” From across the room, she heard his stomach growl, and
					the tightness in her chest eased enough to let her laugh. “I thought you’d be
					hungry.”

				He shifted from one foot to the other, hat in his hands, as if
					he wasn’t at ease in his own house, and her amusement withered. He seemed so
						right in this place, but she had taken away his
					peace.

				He gazed back at the doorway longingly. Somehow she knew, if
					she held out her hand, he would flinch, much as Wolly had at first. Now she and
					the dog were good friends. Which had made her think of cooking for Josh.

				She moved the clay pot from the oven to the counter and lifted
					the lid.

				Josh stepped forward with a sniff. “Since when do fairy
					princesses make cornbread?”

				“Bread and wine appear in many fairy tales. The making is a
					kind of magic, really.”

				He had been reaching for one of the muffins, but hesitated.

				“Not actual magic,” she assured him. “Just yeast and sugar and
					plenty of butter. Some beans on the side, also not the magic kind.”

				She pushed the little feast—a real feast, not the phae kind that left the guests hungrier when they
					left—toward him.

				He pulled up a stool to the counter and glanced toward her,
					though he didn’t quite make eye contact. “You’re not eating?”

				“I nibbled earlier. We phae really
					don’t need much.” Plus, she was queasy with worry. About the imp. About Raze.
					About what was happening between her and Josh.

				Once she’d never thought about humans, and now one ranked with
					the Queen’s Ruiner on the heretofore short list of things that made her
					hyperventilate.

				Josh focused on the food for a few bites, then said, “I talked
					to Vaile earlier.”

				Good thing she hadn’t eaten anything or she might have
					wretched. How had she even briefly forgotten that Josh’s neighbor was on her
					list too? “What did he say?”

				“He and Imogene are coming back. Something about traveling by
					mushroom.” He shook his head as he recounted the conversation. “Vaile had some
					suggestions for warding off the bastards.”

				“Good.” Short as it was, Adelyn could scarcely force the word
					out.

				Wards would isolate the valley. How would she get word to Raze?
					Would the Ruiner honor their agreement if he couldn’t retrieve the runaway phae?

				What if she couldn’t return to court?

				She startled when Josh put his hand over hers. “It will be all
					right, I promise.”

				He couldn’t make that promise. In fact, just voicing it was the
					sort of thing that invited the forces that would crush them both. The Queen’s
					forces.

				“I shouldn’t have come here.” This time, the words came out
					against her will.

				Josh scowled. “Don’t say that.”

				Is that what the other phae had
					felt when they had fled the court? Had she been the only one unwilling to
					leave?

				“I’m putting you in danger,” she whispered. She had thought she
					was deceiving only a rogue Hunter. But now...”I won’t let you be hurt.”

				“Too late.” He lifted their joined hands to his chest.

				Did he mean the imp-inflicted wounds? Or did he mean his
					heart?

				No! She didn’t want to know. To know would only make leaving
					harder. She wanted the unknowing—the illusions, the dreams, the lies—as she’d
					never wanted anything before.

				She closed her eyes, feeling the steady thud of his heart
					beneath her palm. “Oh, Josh...”

				“I never had the chance to be a fairytale hero before.”

				“You already are, to me.” She pulled away from him gently.

				“We have a lot to do before sunset,” he said. “Will you help
					me?”

				Vaile had given instructions for charms woven from yarn, ashes
					of the burned imp, and slivers of iron that would ignite like a flare if a phae passed too closely. After she accidentally set
					off one of the wards, Adelyn sat on the front steps of the porch and watched as
					Josh placed the charms around the yard. She wrapped her arms around her belly,
					feeling the gray sky and the gray iron closing around her.

				“There’s a gap,” she called. “Put that one by the edge of the
					house closer to the barn.”

				Josh adjusted the distance between the charms and then returned
					to her side. “Too bad these don’t make a cow-proof fence.”

				She contemplated the odd way that the phae—so powerful in many respects—were different in the sunlit
					world. How much of the Queen’s powerful rule was merely the phae’s reluctance to leave what they knew for the strangeness of the
					realm beyond? “Maybe if your herd had phae blood.
					Half-blood offspring of minotaurs would avoid iron.”

				Josh laughed. “Good idea. You can introduce my cows to one
					after this is over.”

				They gazed awkwardly into the yard as they both realized that
						after was impossible to see. Josh ran his hand
					over one of the ferns curling up out of the snow beside the steps. The papery
					frond hissed through his fingers like a warning.

				With a rumble of curiosity, he stretched one of the golden
					fronds between his hands, and she realized it wasn’t a piece of the fern at
					all.

				He frowned. “Another snake skin? This wasn’t here before the
					imp came. I wonder—”

				She reached out and took the cast-off skin from his fingers.
					“Enough mysteries. We still have an hour before sunset. Come inside with
					me.”

				For a heartbeat, she thought he would turn away. But he
					stripped off his glove and put his hand in hers. The warmth of his palm engulfed
					her cold fingers. “Let’s go.”

				He had clustered all the iron weapons at the front door to
					minimize her discomfort, but still the closeness of the metal grated on her
					until she retreated to the bedroom. He checked his rifle and the stock of iron
					bullets one last time before joining her.

				She waited for him, naked in the middle of the bed.

				“Adelyn...” He swayed. “We don’t have much time.”

				“So hurry. If this is all we have, don’t waste a second.”

				Just as well the closures on his shirt were sturdy pearl snaps.
					Buttons would have flown at the speed of his disrobing.

				Then he was beside her in the bed, his big hands everywhere,
					like the agony of iron, but the opposite, a pleasure so encompassing she thought
					she might die.

				They came together in a passionate rush that left little room
					for magic of any sort, and yet she felt the glow of a strange force all around
					them. Not a phae trick, but something they had made
					together, just the two of them.

				She did not want to give it a name. Names had power.

				In the aftermath—too brief—they clung together, limbs and
					fingers, even the locks of their hair, entwined.

				“Adelyn,” Josh started.

				She kissed him, tasting their desire and desperation, unabated.
					“No words. I can’t.”

				He kissed her back, so hard she thought he might break her
					promise to herself.

				But she realized now, as she hadn’t before, that the phaedrealii still had a claim on her. Josh had shown
					her the promise of a new start, but by betraying the runaways to Raze, she had
					stolen that from others who might be seeking a new way, much as her old life had
					been stolen from her.

				Josh started to rise but she clung to him. “Please, just a
					little longer.” She had refused to beg to Raze the Ruiner for her life, but she
					would beg Josh for these last moments.

				He relented, and she pulled him in to kiss him again.

				A deep kiss, a musetta’s kiss. She
					kissed him down to his soul where he kept the passions that drove him. She
					tasted herself on his tongue, then, past that, she found the wide-open sky and
					deep mountain valley that echoed his big heart. She kissed him until her own
					heart ached, breaking at the simple, unbounded beauty.

				Too much. She couldn’t hold it all, couldn’t hold him...Her
						musetta tricks honed in the phaedrealii failed her, and her only hope was to crack herself apart
					and take what he had to give. In the skylight above, the first stars were
					gathering in the darkening sky, but tears blurred her vision as if the sunlit
					world was fading away.

				She inhaled, filling herself with the scent of sex and snow and
					Josh. She held the breath...

				And Josh slumped across her.

				For a moment, she held him, feeling his heart thud steadily
					against her breast. Then she rolled him over. His eyes were closed, lashes a
					pair of short crescent fans that trembled with her breath when she kissed him
					one last time.

				He sighed, but did not wake.

				A musetta could rouse to action,
					but her withdrawal caused exhaustion in equal measure when she took her power
					away from a man.

				Not for long, perhaps, not with a man like Josh who would not
					let himself be stopped by a mere lack of inspiration. But he would rest for
					awhile, and that was all the time she needed.

				She rose from the bed and dressed in her phae veils which, left to their own devices, had shed most of their
					filth. She combed her fingers through her hair as the silky folds settled around
					her.

				Josh’s lashes fluttered and she caught the faint gleam of his
					eyes. He would think he was dreaming this. And that’s all it had been, all it
					could be: a dream. Without her presence to remind him, she would fade into the
					darkness of his mind.

				She did not look back as she left the bedroom, but when she
					passed the dining room table, she dropped her tears into his dish of stones. The
					pearls, diamonds and rubies made a hollow sound, as hollow as her heart, but at
					least she would leave a part of herself behind in this place that was more
					precious to her than any dream.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 10

				A ringing phone broke Josh from his restless sleep. Was
					it time to feed the cows? It was always time to feed the cows. Rising in the
					dark mornings of winter was tough, especially when he’d been having such good
					dreams. Dreams of a woman. And such a woman...

				Obviously he had been living alone too long.

				He groped for the annoying cellular buzz. “Hello?” His voice
					sounded slurred, as if he had been drugged.

				“Josh.” It was Vaile’s crisp voice. “We’re back. What’s going
					on?”

				Josh pushed himself upright, blinking hard. He couldn’t very
					well tell his neighbor what he’d been dreaming about. But there was something he
					was supposed to tell Vaile. If he could just remember what. He rubbed his eyes.
					“I can’t...”

				“Did you set the phae wards? Have
					there been any more imps? Where is the musetta?”

				The strange words peppered Josh like buckshot. “I don’t—”

				“Wake up, human!” Vaile’s shout ripped through the lingering
					dream.

				Human. Phae. Musetta.

				“Adelyn?” Josh let the phone fall to his side as he twisted
					around in the bed.

				The empty bed.

				His fairy princess was gone.

				He jolted to his feet. “Adelyn!”

				The silence of the house cut worse than sheet metal, deep yet
					slow to bleed.

				Not complete silence, though. The phone in his hand was
					grumbling. He lifted it to his ear. “She’s gone.”

				“I was afraid of that,” Vaile said. “Wolly is here, alone, and
					there’s a toadstool ring, recently withered.”

				“Toadstools?” Josh yanked on his clothes awkwardly with one
					hand. “Why do you keep talking about mushrooms?”

				“Every place, from desert to glacier, has some fungus, mold,
					lichen, or moss spore that will sprout into phae
					gateways. This circle led back to the phaedrealii.”

				“Why would she go back?” Josh scrabbled for a lost boot under
					the bed. She had lied about where he put the charms last night, so that he had
					inadvertently left a gap. That was the only way she could have sneaked out. “Why
					would she leave?” He hated the plaintive sound of his own voice.

				Vaile said flatly, “Because, like the imp, she came to betray
					us.”

				Grabbing his wayward boot, Josh rocked back on his heels. His
					gaze went to a strange lump next to the dresser. “So the mushroom ring is how
					you phae travel?”

				“Yes. The one here looks a couple days old. She must have sown
					it before you found her.” Vaile’s voice was grim. “I think she meant to bring
					our enemies through.”

				“But she didn’t.” Josh clung to that fact.

				“Or hasn’t yet. Stay in your valley, Josh. Get the wards and
					bring them in close and then don’t come over the ridge until daybreak.”

				Josh swallowed. “Will you and Imogene be all right?”

				“We can’t fight with iron, but we have other tricks.” Vaile’s
					voice softened. “I’m sorry the musetta played them
					on you.”

				After they disconnected, Josh stomped into his boots and then
					went to the living room to collect his pistol and a spear. He thrust one of the
					iron-bladed knives he had assembled into his belt loop. The decorative curlicue
					from the log rack wasn’t exactly sharp but it was pure iron, and the black
					spiral looked wicked as hell.

				Which was how he felt.

				As he passed his work table on the way back to the bedroom, a
					rainbow shimmer caught his eye. He paused to touch the gemstones, each one more
					precious than the last. At the center was the emerald. She had left him a small
					fortune. He could feed the cows on caviar and Champagne with the jewels she’d
					left behind.

				Adelyn had not betrayed them. The shining truth of her tears
					told him something she had never said aloud. He wanted to hear it from her.

				And he had words he wanted to say to her. Maybe once he’d been
					the silent cowboy who’d let good things slip away because he hadn’t known to say
					how much he cared. He knew better now. Words had power, a power he could
					use.

				He returned to the bedroom and shoved the dresser aside.

				Next to the crumpled satchel that Adelyn had carried, the
					mushrooms were hardly larger than his pearl buttons, but they formed a perfect
					ring on the rough old wood.

				Glad he’d never been good about dusting, he took a breath and
					stepped into the circle. He closed his eyes and whispered, “Adelyn.”

				Adelyn had thought her first steps back into the phaedrealii would be triumphant, on Raze’s arm. Or if
					not triumphant at least minus the Queen’s death mark on her name. Instead, she
					was sneaking in through the same back corridor where she had been tossed out by
					EveStar.

				Doubt slowed her steps. Was she right about the Queen’s
					handmaid? Had those vague words meant what she’d thought?

				EveStar had said other phae left,
					never to return. Adelyn had assumed that meant they died hunting the Hunter. But
					no, they left because they wanted to. And they had never returned because they
					found something else. Something better.

				Thanks to Josh, the veil had been lifted and she finally
					understood. In the phaedrealii, she had existed only
					to inspire others. In Josh’s world, she could make things with her own two
					hands. She could make cornbread and clean dishes. She could make something of
					herself.

				She could make love.

				She clenched her fists, trying to hold onto the memory of
					Josh’s callused palms across hers.

				But now thanks to her, that valley
					sanctuary was threatened, and phae like herself who
					needed a place would find the way closed.

				Maybe she should have stayed in the valley while the battle was
					fought around her, but she had stayed in the phaedrealii, too afraid to leave. Too afraid to even inspire
					herself. This time, she wasn’t going to stop with an inspiration; she was going
					to make a path for others like her.

				Assuming she wasn’t simply snuffed out like a bad idea.

				She made her way blindly down the corridor, stumbling in the
					dark without the light of the wisps. Once, she had kept them close as an
					affectation, because everyone looked beautiful by wisp-light. But now she
					thought maybe the pretty light had kept her from having to acknowledge the
					shadows at the heart of the phaedrealii.

				She couldn’t pretend anymore.

				As she reached the more commonly used corridors, the lingering
					glow of passing phae lighted the walls. She wrapped
					one of her veils loosely around her face. Not much of a disguise, but boring
					enough not to intrigue any phae who might seek to
					unravel a more elaborate illusion. She needed to find EveStar and see if her
					hunch about the handmaid was right: Someone was pointing discontented phae to the Hunter’s valley. But now they needed her
					secret key.

				She passed two elaborately ornamented phae, dripping with jewels and nodding feathers. The Queen must be
					in one of her expansive phases. That could be good, if everyone was distracted
					by her generous mood. Or they could be trying to placate her because she was
					surly.

				Despite her divorce from the court, Adelyn felt her heart
					stutter in remembered anxiety at the mere thought of the Queen’s moods, good or
					bad. She felt like an interloper in her old veils, decorated only by the leather
					belt with its carved copper buckle.

				“Sweet muse!” The bellow—or so it seemed to her—brought her
					whirling around. “You have returned. Did you find the Hunter?”

				“William, hush.” She hurried toward him. “Do you want to get me
					killed again?”

				He had the grace to flush, as only a human could, but the
					gesture did not soften her as was the knack of certain other human males.

				She stared hard at William, wondering at his allegiance. The
					Queen had stolen him away from the world, but he had never seemed to miss it.
					Josh would never let himself be imprisoned, not when he had his valley. No
					illusion would ever satisfy him.

				She took some peace knowing no matter what happened to her,
					Josh would be there, with his cows and Wolly and the stars under whose light
					they’d made love.

				She shook off her mournfulness. First things first, as her Josh
					would say. “Have you seen EveStar?”

				“Everyone has been summoned to the throne room. The Queen is in
					a mood.”

				Adelyn almost smiled. William had been in the phaedrealii long enough to not even name the moods
					anymore. “I guess that is where I need to go. You’ll have to be my
					disguise.”

				William wrinkled his nose. “You have your glamour.”

				“But none so good as the Queen’s own lover. You owe me this.”
					Most courtiers avoided William and other humans within the phaedrealii. For good reason, as she could attest. Certainly no one
					would expect to see her with him.

				They joined the throngs heading for the throne room.

				Except for the unchanging steel seat at its center, the throne
					room became whatever the phaedrealii conjured. At
					the moment, it was a ballroom of matte white marble, thinly lined with black
					traceries. Hundreds of fluted columns towered upward, their peaks disappearing
					into a slowly roiling haze. Above the throne itself, a giant hollowed globe of
					marble hung as a chandelier. The undefined glow illuminated the room from the
					center, sucking the color from everything below it until even the glorious hues
					of the phae were cast with the pall of dread.

				“Oh, this is a mood all right,” Adelyn murmured. “You are
					taller than I am. Do you see EveStar?” Normally the handmaid flitted both ahead
					of and behind the Queen, always in motion, preparing the way and picking up the
					pieces afterward.

				“I don’t—Wait.” William rocked up onto his toes. “She just came
					in. The Queen won’t be far behind.”

				Which gave Adelyn only a few moments to contact the handmaid.
					But she hesitated. “William, is this really where you want to be?”

				His gaze slid away from her. “Do you know how long I have been
					here?”

				She shook her head. “You know time does not always pass here as
					you might imagine.”

				“I can’t go back now.” He let out a shuddering breath. “It will
					never be the same for me.” His eyes were dark but swamp lights moved within
					them. Haunted eyes.

				Adelyn touched his arm before she slipped away. He had made his
					choice.

				And so had she.

				Amid all the wide skirts, high collars, and towering
					headdresses, she felt small and insignificant. Not a sensation a musetta knew well. She embraced it since no one looked
					her way. She wove between the courtiers and edged up behind the fluttering
					handmaid.

				“EveStar,” she said quietly, nudging back the veil around her
					face.

				The handmaid recoiled. “What are you doing here? Didn’t you
					find—” She bit her lip. “Come.” She whisked Adelyn behind the hulking steel
					throne.

				“I don’t have time to lie and dissemble and tease—” Adelyn
					started.

				“Well then, you are no phae,”
					EveStar snapped.

				Under other circumstances, Adalyn might have laughed. But she
					held herself straighter and looked the other phae in
					the eye. “Are you a friend to the runaways?”

				“The rebellion, you mean?”

				The proud anger in the handmaid’s voice actually made Adelyn
					relax a notch. “Why are you the Queen’s handmaid when you want to be free?”

				Bitterness hardened the elegant golden phae to something steely, sword-like. “I might never be free, but I
					can still be a guide. Why did we survive the Iron Age, just to retreat here
					within our own illusions?” EveStar gripped her hand. “Is that why you came back?
					To hide again? I thought you understood we need to find another way.”

				Adelyn grimaced. “I didn’t understand at first. Not at all. But
					you can’t keep sending phae as you have. That way
					will be closed.” Her fault. “The Hunter’s valley is under attack.”

				EveStar swayed a little. “Then it is over. For all of us.”

				“No. I brought you a new way in.” Adelyn took a deep breath. “I
					have cuttings from the valley ferns that will take phae around Vaile’s wards. But the spores aren’t ready yet. You’ll
					have to sprout them here, in secret.”

				EveStar tightened her grip. “I will. But you have to—”

				“Arise all and bow to our steel-born
						Queen!”

				“Quick,” EveStar hissed. “This way.”

				Hand in hand, they scuttled away from the throne as the Queen’s
					goblin chamberlain stepped past the place they had just been.

				Adelyn grimaced. With everyone facing the throne, there was no
					way she and EveStar could sneak out. They would draw too much attention. They
					could only bow their heads as ordered. No need to arise, of course, since there
					were no other seats in the room besides the steel throne.

				The Queen swept into the room in a wave of black tatted lace.
					The diaphanous darkness floated around her, supported on the will-o’-the-wisps
					caught in the net. Their wistful little lights twinkled mournfully and cast
					stark shadows across her white cheeks, leaving her eyes in pools of unrelieved
					black.

				Adelyn’s fingers curled into fists and she felt EveStar’s nails
					dig into her hand in matching, silent outrage. If the wisps were confined too
					long, they would fade to nothing.

				The Queen mounted the three steps to the throne and turned to
					sit. From the base of the steel throne, the black occlusions in the white marble
					spidered outward. The wisp-lace drifted too outward, trying to escape.

				She was beautiful beyond all phae.
					The voracious power of her illusions made her both: beautiful and queen. No
					other phae could stand up to her in either
					category.

				They could only run away as the wisps clearly longed to do.

				But the Queen wouldn’t even allow that. Adelyn wondered why she
					had ever wanted to come back to this place. Had she been that blinded? No, she
					had just been that small. Less than the faintest of wisps.

				No longer. Josh had opened her eyes and made her see what she
					could do, really do. And she would never be merely someone else’s inspiration
					again. She would make her own way, be her own phae.
					Be her own woman.

				She would be Josh’s woman.

				She smiled to herself as warmth slid through her, chasing away
					the chill of the phaedrealii. But when EveStar’s
					grip on her hand tightened another notch, she refocused.

				“...This cannot continue, my phae,”
					the Queen was saying. Under the white marble chandelier, her blackness was even
					more fearsomely stark. “Since the Iron Age, the phaedrealii has kept its distance from the sunlit world, withholding
					our presence from the humans, except for our treasured few.” She ran her hand
					over William’s head where he sat on the step beside her chair. He stiffened, but
					his eyes were full of floating wisp light.

				The Queen cast her dark gaze around the room. Adelyn quickly
					lowered her face, letting the shadow of her veil fall forward.

				“My phae.” The Queen’s whisper
					swirled through the room on a chill breath though Adelyn tucked her shoulders up
					around her ears. “If you run, I will find you. And when I find you, I will tear
					you apart.”

				In the stricken silence, the infinitesimal hum of the wisps’
					wings sounded menacing.

				And even more faintly yet, came a whisper all around them:
					“Adelyn...”

				Her head snapped up. “Oh no. Josh, no.”

				EveStar shuddered. “You gave him your name?”

				“I didn’t believe he would follow me. Or even remember me.”
					Adelyn took a step forward, unbuckling the belt as she went. “The spores are
					behind the stones in the belt. There aren’t many. Use them well, and maybe
					someday we’ll meet in the sunlit world.” She tossed the belt to the other phae.

				EveStar thrust it back. “Open a gate. Run while the Queen is
					distracted.”

				Once she’d been too afraid to run, and now, when she most
					wanted to...”I can’t. Not without him.”

				In the space by the throne where she had been standing only
					moments ago, a ring of mushrooms sprouted with unnatural speed. And then Josh
					was there. In the court. Standing tall beside the deadly phae Queen.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 11

				His head spun, like a middle-of-the-whisky-bottle
					moment, but Josh blinked hard to clear his wavering vision. No, not wavering.
					The vision in his scarred eye was eerily intense.

				For a second, he thought he had landed in a movie set.
					Everything was so...Too much. The outrageous visuals—pointy ears, giant
					butterfly wings, glowing glowering eyes—made him wonder what kind of mushrooms
					exactly had been growing in his bedroom.

				But he hadn’t imagined Adelyn. He hadn’t. He still felt her in
					the tips of his fingers, still tasted her on the back of his tongue. And Adelyn
					wasn’t the sort to run from make-believe.

				He lifted the iron-tipped spear, and the figures nearest him
					pulled back with a murmur of dismay.

				One moment he had been standing in his empty bedroom and now he
					was surrounded. And if at one time, he entertained the notion of fairy
					princesses, these beings destroyed that childhood illusion forever. He had come
					upon a mountain lion once, feasting on the remains of a calf. While the cow
					lowed plaintively in the distance, Josh had stared at the beast. It stared back:
					ferocious, deadly, and utterly indifferent to him.

				He had shot at it, but it had been too quick. And though it had
					run away, he knew it could just as readily have run
					at him if it believed him weak prey.

				These phae were the same.

				With the pistol in his right hand, the spear felt strange and
					unwieldy in his left, but he cut it in a slow circle around him, forcing them
					back another step.

				He strained for a glimpse of Adelyn in the crowd.

				And caught a glint of emerald eyes. She lingered behind a
					distant pillar. He wanted to call out to her, but she’d said names could be
					dangerous.

				“Poor man, you seem to have lost your way.” The voice was silk
					over steel, slicing and beautiful, and he couldn’t stop his gaze from rising to
					the dais nearby.

				He had registered the throne-like setting, but in his need to
					find Adelyn, he hadn’t paid attention. He did now.

				Adelyn had called her a Queen, and even in the heart of his
					rugged individualism, he understood. She exuded a sheer power that made his legs
					tremble with the urge to lower himself.

				Not likely. He locked his knees and swung the spear across his
					body, partly to make sure the tip wasn’t pointing at her—no sense angering a
					reigning monarch, after all—and partly to aim the pistol more discreetly.

				But he couldn’t run, not without Adelyn. He wouldn’t let her
					walk away without knowing if he was the only one to feel...

				But the Queen had him in her sights now. The blackness of her
					eyes cracked with fissures of scarlet like the coals in a hot forge. “What have
					we here?”

				Shit. Even the giant cat with its mouth full of blood hadn’t
					wanted to toy with him like this. He wished he hadn’t whispered Adelyn’s name
					aloud as he stepped through the fairy ring, but his heart had been in his
					throat—pushing her name to his lips—as he longed for her.

				Too late. “I am...” Standing in this chamber of beautiful
					horror, he felt less than nothing. But he had let too many he loved walk away
					without a word. This time he would speak. He straightened, locking his elbow so
					the spear filled the space between them. “I am a prince from the land of Oregon,
					and I have come to reclaim my love.”

				With a hushed gasp, the crowd drew back another step, even
					farther than the iron had pushed them.

				The Queen did not flinch though. “How tiresome that your love
					left you behind. Not even your iron could keep her in place.”

				He didn’t flinch either, but he knew she’d seen something of
					the remembered pain in his face because she smiled. He pictured the mountain
					lion’s bloody fangs when it snarled at him.

				He straightened. “In truth, she might not have known how I felt
					when she left.”

				“Ah, truth.” The Queen swept a hand to encompass the room.
					“Then by all means, proclaim yourself now, and let her step forward if she feels
					the same.”

				The way the Queen said feels raised
					his hackles, and Josh shook his head. “And have you kill her where she stands?
					No. I’ll find her myself.”

				He took a step forward and the crowd fell back again. His heart
					thudded hard. Would Adelyn be willing to come through the pain and the exposure
					of having her glamour stripped away by the iron? Should he even ask it of
					her?

				He did not say her name aloud, only whispered it in his head
					with longing. Could she hear him somehow? Did he believe in such magic?

				He wanted to. Oh, how he wanted to.

				Question was, would she believe?

				“There she is,” murmured the Queen from behind him. “Take her
					if you will.”

				And as the crowd edged back, she was revealed. In the fall of
					silky crimson around her, she was every bit the erotic fairy princess. She held
					out one hand to him and he let the iron spear waver to one side, so he didn’t
					hurt her.

				The eyes were too pale, a blue almost white with coldness.

				He snapped the spear ahead of him and the fake Adelyn recoiled
					with a growl. The illusion wavered and he caught a glimpse of bristling fur.

				Behind him, the Queen pealed with cruel laughter. “At least
					that one would keep you warm at night, human. The musetta can offer you nothing of herself. After you strip past the
					veils, there is nothing to her, only a reflection of
					what you make of her.”

				Josh gritted his teeth. How did the Queen know who he was
					looking for? And how could he be sure when he actually found Adelyn if these
					lies were all around him? He had done a terrible job of spotting such illusions
					before: I promise...To have and to hold...’Til death do us
						part...

				He wavered.

				Another phae waited in his path.
					She also looked like Adelyn, with her veils in a simple drape around the body he
					had come to know in such a short time. But what could he really know after such
					a short time? Could he believe even what he saw? Though his scarred eye seemed
					clearer than his good eye in this place.

				He kept the spear point out, but the one ahead did not flinch.
					She stared at him over the half-mask of her veil. “Why did you follow me?”

				It was Adelyn. He didn’t have to see her. He could feel it. “Because I had to know...” He had to know if
					what they had was real, if anything that had been whispered or shared had been
					true, or all just one of her illusions.

				He took another step toward her and still she did not back away
					from the iron. Around her form, the air seemed to flicker, alive with
					secrets.

				Did he want to know? The tip of the iron spear hovered at her
					breast.

				“Now you’ll know,” she said. “You’ll see what I really am.”

				She took one deep breath, and the iron touched the curve of her
					breast. A twist of smoke marred her skin, then her glamour fell away in a
					blink.

				Dozens of snakes circled her head and shoulders. They struck at
					the spear with sibilant hisses, and it was his turn to recoil.

				Though he pulled out of range, the silky dark locks he had run
					his fingers through did not return. Her serpentine hair writhed around her,
					revealing the delicate pattern of scales that spread over her shoulders and up
					the sides of her neck to her temples.

				She stepped closer, so close the bright scales sent glimmers of
					jeweled color dancing over the spear’s gray iron. His heart pounded and his
					suddenly sweaty grip slipped on the spear, but his gaze locked on the phae before him.

				Behind him, the Queen laughed. “Did you not know the truth of
					your own love, poor man? Every inspiration can turn around and bite you. Which
					is why every musetta is a medusa.” Her laughter edged higher, and the black veins in the white
					marble thickened.

				He dragged his gaze off the hypnotic sway of the snakes to meet
					the phae’s eyes.

				Her emerald eyes sparkled diamond-brilliant with unshed
					tears.

				“Josh...” she whispered.

				He swung toward the Queen, angled the pistol upward, and
					fired.

				The Queen shrieked as the chandelier shattered.

				Pierced by the iron round, the illusion flew apart in a stink
					of ashes. A thousand tiny lights scattered in all directions, chiming like
					miniature cowbells.

				Phae scattered in all directions
					too, with less musical shrieks.

				Josh shoved the pistol into his pants and grabbed Adelyn’s
					hand. The scales across the back of her hand slid under his thumb. “I always
					wondered how fairytale princesses kept their hair so lively and full of
					bounce.”

				“Josh, you shouldn’t have come. Now you’ll be trapped too—”

				“If I shoot the Queen, will that free us?”

				She hesitated. “No. And her power holds phae here that should never be freed.”

				“Something worse than snake-women who can turn men to
					stone?”

				She lifted her chin. “The other side of inspiration has always
					been paralysis.”

				“That’s not going to be me.” He pulled her toward him and
					kissed her, hard. “Which way do we run?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 12

				Through the chill of exposing her true nature, Adelyn
					felt the heat of Josh’s unfailing grip. It roused her where she thought nothing
					would again.

				“This way.” She tugged him into a stream of phae fleeing toward the nearest corridor.

				Behind them, the throne room was in an uproar. The
					will-o’-the-wisps, freed all at once from their marble prisoner, shot through
					the room like sparking bottle rockets. Tiny fires flamed in their wake.

				The Queen screamed, a furious cry that cracked through the
					stone illusion more thoroughly even than Josh’s iron bullet.

				The whole structure of the phaedrealii trembled at the Queen’s rage, and in the corridor, the
						phae cowered.

				Josh hauled Adelyn around them—beings strange and stunning—as
					if they were nothing more than inconvenient boulders in his field. Her heart
					thumped with painful pride at his determination. She supposed a man who worked
					with unyielding metal and recalcitrant cows wouldn’t allow himself to be
					sidetracked by mere phae.

				They sped through the corridors where the walls were
					terrifyingly blank. The Queen’s power should have held her illusions in place,
					even against an intrusive iron bullet. She ruled for a reason.

				Something had the phaedrealii more
					rattled than a bullet overhead.

				But it was no longer Adelyn’s concern. Whatever inspiration she
					had given the phae, it was no longer her place. She
					had shed that illusion with her glamour.

				Her true place was here, beside Josh, for as long as they
					had.

				Which wouldn’t be long.

				She squeezed his fingers, interlaced with hers. “Josh, we don’t
					have a way out.”

				“There’s always a way out.”

				“Not from the phaedrealii,” she
					said grimly. “Do you know what Vaile had to do to escape with Imogene?”

				“No, but whatever it was, we can do it too.”

				From behind them, a dog bayed. In another heartbeat, a
					multiplicity of eerie howls echoed it. The sound carried up the corridor, lacing
					the stark walls with curls of crimson that dripped down like blood.

				Josh slowed to point the tip of the spear at the warning. The
					bloody streak curled back, as if pushed by an invisible force but did not
					disappear.

				“The Queen appears to have recovered from her shock.” Adelyn
					tugged him onward, anywhere farther from the throne room. “And she has set the
					Hunters’ hounds on our trail.”

				“I take it we’re not talking wannabe Wollys.”

				“If Wolly had three heads, and all three wanted to dig your
					bones from your flesh.”

				“Ah.” He slanted a glance at her. “You seem every bit as
					dangerous.”

				She blinked. Did she? She’d never thought of herself as
					dangerous. She touched her hair with her free hand, the one not linked to Josh,
					and the serpents twined around her fingers. Their tongues flicked her skin with
					a cool caress.

				“Only some of them are venomous,” she said modestly.

				“You’ll have to show me which ones. After you show me a way
					out.”

				Her little burst of happiness that he still wanted to know her
					evaporated. “I told you, there is no way out, not without gate spores, and I
					gave mine away.”

				“Can we get them back?”

				“Not soon enough to save ourselves.” She hesitated. “And we’d
					make escape impossible for anyone else.”

				His jaw worked, and she knew he was torn. But of course he
					would not sacrifice others for himself. “You can’t tell me the Queen sprouts
					mushrooms from her dustbin every time she wants to mess with us humans.”

				She flushed at the note of exasperation in his voice. “She has
					her own rings, but of course those may not be used upon pain of death.”

				“Pain of death? I think we’re well past that risk, don’t
					you?”

				She turned at the next corridor and sped into the darkness. A
					few wisps had caught up with them while they debated; a bad sign, since the
					black dogs would be following the same trail. But the faint light let them move
					faster.

				“There are places in the phaedrealii that remain the same no matter how the illusions of the
					court change,” she told him. “One of those will be a permanent gate, our way
					out.”

				“Find the closest.”

				The featureless hallway turned sinuous, curving so that they
					could see neither far ahead nor far behind. The gray walls echoed with their
					footsteps.

				From behind, the hounds bayed again, an eager note that
					threaded through the curves to taunt them.

				Josh grimaced. “Not good.”

				“We’re almost there.” Adelyn pulled them around another
					curve.

				Raze the Ruiner stood in the way, almost—but not
					quite—invisible in his gray robes.

				Adelyn gasped. “No.”

				Josh sprang ahead, spear raised.

				The vizier slashed out. The wide-bladed athame shone in his
					hand and knocked the spear aside.

				Josh staggered toward the wall but instantly whirled, the
					pistol in his hand. “Back off,” he snapped. “Unless fairies fly faster than iron
					bullets.”

				The vizier paused, hand still raised with the dagger exposed.
					“I am not here to fight you.”

				“Really?” Josh challenged. “The knife must have confused
					me.”

				Raze chuckled. “Such a simple human.”

				“But better armed.”

				Slowly, the vizier lowered the athame and sheathed it at his
					belt. “As humans have always been.” He turned his fathomless gaze on Adelyn. “I
					take it you found the missing Hunter.”

				She lifted her chin. “You might stop us, but not him. And he
					will find a way to free others who weary of the Queen’s reign.”

				Raze sneered with scorn as withering as Josh’s iron. “Who do
					you think will reign in this Queen’s stead?”

				She hesitated. “I don’t know.”

				“The walls of the phaedrealii are
					crumbling, and what the Queen holds, she holds only with the power of her
					madness.” The vizier shifted his gaze to Josh. “Your world stands to lose even
					more, should the phae break their bonds.”

				Josh held his hand out to Adelyn. “Whatever I lose, I won’t
					lose her.”

				Raze smiled thinly. “You think your world is ready for a
					snake-haired girl who cries a king’s ransom in jewels?”

				With the warmth of Josh’s hand over hers, Adelyn took a step
					forward. “His world is cows and dogs and stars and other runaway phae. They take me as I am.”

				The vizier’s lips twisted toward a laugh. But in the end he
					only sighed. “Then take this too: a message to the Hunter and his sylfana who would fight a war against the Queen. Tell
					him there are battles even a phae cannot
					imagine.”

				Closer now, the black dogs howled, as if in agreement.

				Raze lifted his head. “You are more of a menace here than gone.
					So go.” He stepped aside.

				Without another word, Josh dragged her past the vizier.

				She glanced back once before Raze vanished behind the curve of
					the hall. Gray on gray, he should have seemed part of the corridor itself.
					Instead, he seemed to float, cut off.

				She shuddered. She had been that lonely too. But no more.

				She gripped Josh’s hand as they fled.

				A blast of light from behind them rattled the hall and she
					stumbled. Josh dropped the spear to haul her upright. Before he could grab the
					weapon again, a chunk of the ceiling fell toward them.

				She yanked him onward as the corridor shuddered with crashing
					debris.

				There was only one way out now. They ran.

				Until the next curve brought them to a wall of steel.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 13

				Josh slapped his hand against the doorway. It was a
					double door, floor to ceiling, the giant padlock in the middle beautifully
					executed in heavy brushed steel.

				And very, very locked.

				He took Adelyn’s hand and whirled her to one side as he yanked
					the pistol from his waistband.

				“Josh, no—”

				He fired a round into the lock.

				The iron bullet ricocheted with a screaming whine and buried
					itself in the wall opposite them.

				“Damn,” he muttered.

				“Not everything phae is an
					illusion.”

				“Too bad the lock is one of the real things.” He stared back
					the way they had come. “No sense digging out right into the mouths of those
					devil dogs, but the rubble won’t hold them for long.”

				Adelyn touched his hand. “Can you put the gun away? The
					iron...”

				With another curse, he tucked the pistol in the back of his
					jeans. “Sorry. I forgot.”

				She averted her gaze. “What I am must shock you.”

				“I knew you were phae.”

				“I mean...” She brushed one hand over her bare shoulder where
					scales dappled her skin. “When you saw the skin in the toadstool ring, you said
					‘damn snakes’.”

				He dragged one hand through his hair and glanced at her
					sidelong. “Is that why you left?”

				“I couldn’t hide what I am.”

				“Adelyn—”

				“I don’t mean just the hair.” She wrapped her arms around
					herself. Even the serpents seemed to coil protectively tighter. “By leading the
					imp to the valley, I wrecked Vaile’s refuge. I only wanted to save myself, but
					you saved me instead. I might as well have been a snake without hands I was so
					useless. You showed me how to use my hands—to touch, to make, to hold—and I
					wanted to show you...” She caught her breath.

				Slowly, he spun on his boot heel to face her. More slowly yet,
					avoiding the serpents, he raised his hands to frame her face. Under his
					fingertips, the scales at her temples were silky-smooth, like polished stone but
					yielding.

				“Adelyn.” He waited until she raised her green gaze to his,
					more shy than he had ever seen her. “You said not everything phae is fake. This—” He took a step closer to her, his
					heart pounding with the boot-fall. “This thing between us is real. And I’m going
					to hold onto it no matter what it looks like, not matter what you look like.”

				He leaned down to kiss her.

				Her lips parted beneath his on a soft sigh, a sigh echoed by
					dozens of tiny tongues flickering around him. He closed his eyes—it would take
					him a couple kisses to get used to this—but not seeing only intensified the
					pleasure of having her mouth under his, the curves of her body under his
					hands.

				“So,” he murmured against her mouth. “Tell me about Medusa who
					turned all the Greek warriors into rock.”

				“The Greeks got her name confused, but I suppose even musetta can have an uninspired day.”

				“You rock me. Part of me anyway.” He traced his way from her
					face, down her shoulders, over her breasts, to settle on her hips and pull her
					close so that she could feel the hard truth, his truth. “I want you. I want you
					more than I’ve ever wanted anything.”

				“Do you want badly enough to get us out of here?” She met his
					gaze when he opened his eyes. “You are a smith at heart, Josh. You could command
					these doors.”

				He shook his head. “Command the doors how? With magic?” He took
					a step backward. “I’m not like you. I’m just a...cowboy.”

				She followed, edging him toward the locked gate. “You stepped
					into the circle without hesitating. You said my name and found me. There is
					magic in your heart, Josh Reimer, should you desire it. What do you want?”

				He stood his ground. “You. I want you. Back in my valley, back
					in my bed.”

				She took one more step that brought her into his arms again. “I
					want to be there.” She kissed him. “Now let me inspire you.”

				Her hands went to the fly of his jeans.

				His brows shot up. “Whoa! Here? Now?”

				She smiled up at him. “What better time?” But her hands stilled
					on his belt. “Think how you would have me do it, Josh. Imagine how the buckle
					comes apart. Dream how the edges unseal to release your desires.”

				Blood pooled hot and heavy in his cock.

				In his chest, his heart strained with equal yearning. This was
					not the place for them. Here, under the lies was only this cold, hard, steel
					gray. They should be back in his valley, the sun shifting to stars as they made
					love through an entire day and night.

				“That’s it,” she crooned. “You want it. And I want you. It’s up
					to you, Josh, my love. Believe it.”

				As his belt buckle clicked open, he grabbed her and swooped
					down for a tongue-tangling, breath-stealing, soul-searing kiss. She threw
					herself into his embrace, knocking him into the steel doors behind him.

				Which swung apart at their touch.

				He staggered backward, clutching Adelyn to his chest.
					“How—?”

				“You know metal, and metal knows you. How else do you make such
					beautiful pieces? They love you. But not as much as I do.”

				She yanked the doors closed behind them. Ahead of them, pines
					grew in a tight circle, needled boughs towering into darkness.

				“This is one of the phaedrealii’s
					forever gates.” Adelyn took his hands in hers and stared up at him. “Your heart
					brought you to me, Josh. Now I want to go home. To your valley. To your bed.
					Take me there.”

				She lifted herself to her toes, and the serpents flowed back
					from her face.

				He plunged his hands into the tangle of scales and kissed
					her.

				The sound of a dog barking interrupted.

				Josh pulled back. “Wolly?” A bundle of bristling red fur and
					stub tail butted his knees, and he stared around in confusion. These trees were
					not in a circle, and between the trunks, the white glow of snow in evening light
					lit the scene. “I say again, how—?”

				“This is our forever, Josh. This is where we are meant to
					be.”

				He shook his head. “Is that how phae magic works?”

				“No. That’s our magic.” Gently, she
					pulled away. “If you still want it.”

				He scowled. “How can you ask?”

				“Because the Queen never does. No one should be trapped,
					Josh.”

				He looked down at his boots. “I can’t let you go, Adelyn. But I
					would if you asked.”

				She lifted her arms to him, making Wolly bark. “You, you are
					what I want.”

				Vaile and Imogene were waiting at Josh’s cabin, minus their
					humanizing glamour. His black leathery wings overlapped hers, like a white
					butterfly, protectively. Adelyn held her breath as the Hunter and sylfana looked her over with measuring gazes. They
					knew there was more to the tale, and she fully intended to tell them and to get
					their story in return. The phae realm was changing,
					and they were only among the first.

				Obviously sensing the undercurrent, Josh stepped in front of
					her, Wolly at heel. “She’s my muse.”

				Imogene smiled. “Then we’re glad you found her.”

				Vaile slammed down a brand-new frying pan on the porch railing.
					“This complicates matters.”

				Adelyn shook her head as she stepped up next to Josh. “It’s
					very simple, really. He saw past my veils, and I will never go back. I love
					him.”

				Josh stroked his hand possessively down her back and pulled her
					to his side. He smiled at her, the reflected love in his eyes as clear and
					bright as the mountain spring sky behind him.

				Later that night, as she took him into her arms and into her
					yearning core, tears prickled from the corners of her eyes and rolled across the
					flannel sheets.

				“Stop that,” he murmured. “I have enough already for a set of
					crown jewels.”

				“Starting with a huge belt buckle.”

				“The biggest and shiniest. And still it won’t rival what I feel
					for you.”

				She kissed him. “You make me believe any dream can come
					true.”

				“And here I thought you were the muse.” He kissed away the
					tears before they could escape. He wrapped his hands in her hair, curling the
					black locks in silky ribbons around his knuckles, and gently drew her close.
					“Now, let me really inspire you.”

				* * * * *
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					the phae in Dark Hunter’s
						Touch, available now from Harlequin Nocturne Cravings.
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				Yearning to be free, Imogene has fled the idleness and cruelty
					of the phae court to hide in the sunlit realm of
					humans. When the Dark Hunters find her—and they will—she will face the Queen’s
					wrath. But she is tired of running, and after a chance encounter with a
					seductively handsome stranger named Vaile, Imogene embraces the earthly passions
					within her, if only for one night. But has she fallen for a man—or an
					illusion?
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