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    One 
 
    Natalie 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you painting again?” Desiree Jones, my friend and classmate, sauntered into the vacant art studio, her thick Southern accent on full blast as she chastised me for spending more time with my paintings than with real people. 
 
    “What else would I be doing in an art studio with paints and a canvass,” I answer sarcastically.  
 
    “It’s nine o’clock, girl. When’re you going to put down the brush and change into a mini-skirt?” 
 
    “I know but I’m really close with this one,” I sighed stepping back to admire the painting as it came together in front of me, while placing my long dark hair in a tight ponytail. 
 
    For as long as I could remember, I have had these very specific fantastical dreams. There were creatures living in a world far beyond that of mortal men. But recently they have gotten more vivid, more real. The dreams danced in my mind each night as I slept becoming so real to me that in my waking hours they stuck around, distracting me from almost everything I needed to do. I couldn’t study. I all but abandoned my regular friends. The only way I could cope was through my art. I used them all as my muses. They were that vivid; that real to me.  
 
    Anyone I told about the dreams, including Desi, told me I should consider being a writer, the dreams were that engaging, but no matter how hard I tried the words never did enough to satisfy my need to understand the dreams; to bring them to life. 
 
    On the canvas in front of me, a faceless broad-shouldered man teased me. He was one of the creatures from my dreams, but he had never revealed his face. It was a problem at the moment. I desperately wanted to get his face right, but I wasn’t sure exactly how.  
 
    An ornate, tribal tattoo began at his shoulder, snaking its way down his arm, stopping at his wrist. I could see his bare chest, only half-covered with some kind of leather armor. The tattoo traveled over chiseled muscles on his chest and down god-like abs. I wasn’t sure how far down that tattoo went, but my mouth watered as I imagined seeing the tattoo venture further covering his hip and lower back. 
 
    To me he wasn’t just another painting. Something about him seemed real. He existed somewhere beyond the everyday world. 
 
    “Natalie!” Desi said, snapping me out of my thoughts. I had already forgotten she came to get me. “Make up your mind. Are you going to Leslie’s party or not?” 
 
    I had no idea when Desi started talking about our friend Leslie or the party she was throwing for the other sorority sisters.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I said, rolling my eyes. The last thing I wanted to do was go to a party. What I wanted was to stay in the studio and hope my mysterious tattooed stranger chose to reveal his face. But after staring at the painting for what felt like hours, I decided to give up. It was better to exist in the real world, not in the dreamworld. He hadn’t shown his face yet in my dreams. Why would he do it now, when I was awake and staring at the canvas like an idiot? 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, as I packed up my supplies, and turned off the studio light.  
 
    Desi nodded and grabbed my jacket; It was a quick walk to our dorm room and we needed to prepare for the party. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Stowing my paints and brushes on my desk, I rummaged through my closet trying to find anything appropriate enough to wear to Leslie’s stupid party. For as long as I have attended school, I considered myself the black sheep of the sorority house Desi and I called home. I wasn’t even sure why I pledged, or how I got in. I guessed every sorority needed a token artsy girl, and I fit the bill.  
 
    This is getting impossible, I thought. Why should I even go to this party? Not like there’s anyone there I care to talk to. 
 
    My classmates all think me odd since I spend most of my time locked up in the studio sketching out images of strange creatures and warriors wearing leather armor lined with bone riding atop mighty elks. Not that I cared, especially since living in a world of my own design was far more interesting than trying to look good in front of guys who can’t even remember my name. 
 
    “Nat, are you done yet? You’ve been staring at your closet for an hour,” Desi said, resting her hands on her hip, her gorgeous, chocolate brown hair up in a decorated bun mixed with strands of hot pink. With her golden, hazel eyes and amazing figure that was barely hidden behind a smart, leather jacket Desi was easily one of the most beautiful young women at the school. She made my regular, brown hair, and boring brown eyes, and curvy figure feel, hella out of place. Always. If only I could pull off half of the looks Desi could, maybe I wouldn’t need to rely on my fantasy world as much. 
 
    “I’m working on it,” I replied, moving deeper into the closet to avoid the judgement she was throwing down.  
 
    Eventually, I settled on one of the only fancy tops I had, a black turtleneck, with cold-shoulder cut-outs, and a pair of black jeans paired with knee-high leather boots. 
 
    “Alright, ready,” I said. “Let’s go—" 
 
    Desi rolled her eyes, sighing, as she looked me up and down. “Girl, that plain, Jane, gothic, motorcycle mama, get-up is not going to get you laid.”  
 
    “I think I look okay,” I replied.  
 
    “It’ll have to do. We are late enough.” She grabbed me by the upper part of my arm and pulled me out of the dorm.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The party was like any other Desi had forced me to attend during the year. Loud music, guys getting drunk and girls trying to get their attention by participating in wet shirt competitions ruled the night. 
 
    One of the guys I knew, Benson, threw his arm over my shoulder. His breath reeked of old beer. 
 
    “C’mon baby, you’ve been sittin’ here all night, slumped over. I know a nice bedroom we can use to liven things up.” His brow raised in a coy tease, while I tried not to roll my eyes at his plastic ass grin. 
 
    “No thanks,” I said. Disgusted, I shook my head, got up from the couch, and got my purse and jacket. Anything I could be doing would have been better than another minute at this lame-ass party. 
 
    “Benson, leave Natalie alone!” Desi shouted over the din of music and conversations from a corner on the other end of the room.  
 
    “What????” Benson tried to look innocent but I wasn’t buying it.  
 
    “It’s okay Des,” I shouted. “I’m gonna take off.”  
 
    “Don’t leave,” she whined, but immediately turned back to the guy she was chatting up. I just laughed. Desi didn’t need me hanging around being miserable while she was trying to get her groove on.  
 
    I put my jacket on, raised the collar as if it would provide me the armor I needed to get out of the party unscathed. I immediately began shivering when I stepped out into the night. I wish I had brought a better jacket or worn a heavier sweater. Even for Fall in South Carolina, the wind held a bitter chill. 
 
    As I walked along the empty street back to my apartment, I kept my eyes to the ground, doing my best to ignore the cold, and the rowdy music that poured out of every frat house along the way. I turned down the street heading back to the dorm and suddenly the night became quiet, and the air still. I should have relished the break from the party sounds but instead the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. I could have sworn there was a change in air pressure.  
 
    Maybe a storm was rolling in? 
 
    Behind me, I heard a strange noise; a horse, blowing through its snout in the cold, but that was impossible. I turned to find nothing there. A thick fog rolled in from across the street, making the streetlights appear hazy, like misty golden orbs.  
 
    Then I heard voices, from somewhere beyond the fog. The voices were unnatural, and haunting. Whatever was happening was unlike any storm I had ever experienced.  
 
    The whispers grew louder and more numerous, as my heart thudded rapidly in my chest. I turned on my heel and began to walk quickly back to the party. It was closer than my dorm. The streetlights began blurring at the periphery of my vision. 
 
    Just as I made my way to the end of the street forcing myself to keep my head down. If I didn’t look directly at them maybe the dark shadowy figures would not emerge from the fog. Their eyes would not be illuminated against the dark, like white dots carrying the promise of malice, stalking me like lions pacing. If I kept my head down all of the danger would disappear.  
 
    Nat, you’re being nuts, I thought. It’s just a foggy night there is nothing out there. Not really.  
 
    My breaths came quickly as I forced myself to look up. It couldn’t be. But they were there, and the longer I stared, the less able I was to break away. What were they? 
 
    Bones that looked like antlers rose from the creature’s heads. Silver strands of their manes glistened and drifted like spider threads in a dewy summer breeze. They were frightening but beautiful. 
 
    My logical mind told me that, whatever I was seeing, must have been an illusion and that I should run. But the curiosity of my artist’s brain won and I could not help but watch the creatures emerge from the fog. My breath caught as memory washed over me. My dreams. I had dreamed of them and they appeared almost exactly as they did in my dreams. It was as if my fantasy world was becoming an actual reality. I was confused, but no longer scared, at least not irrationally scared.  
 
    But I didn’t even have a single shot of whiskey tonight. These creatures….did they actually come from my dreams into real-life? 
 
    “This is her?” One of the creatures says. “The woman who can liberate the Hunt?” 
 
    The Hunt? What the hell did that mean?  
 
    I decided it’s may be a bad idea to linger to long in the presence of my hallucinations so I turned around and began power-walking away from them. 
 
    But it seemed I could not escape the sound of hooves clacking against the concrete. they were following me. I began to sprint. Yet, their pace easily matched mine. In seconds, they were running alongside me; or rather, they were galloping alongside me.  
 
    The lower portions of their bodies resembled that of goats, they were wearing belts crossed over their chests with a round shield on their backs. Swords dangled at their hips. What I had initially thought were antlers, were actually helmets with antlers sticking out of them. 
 
    “Stop! We have no intention of harming you!” One of them, I took him to be the leader, shouted at me. 
 
    I stopped sprinting when I saw more creatures surround me on the street. My mind raced. I looked around frantically there was no option for escape. They were too fast to outrun and there was no one else around that could help me fight them (if it came to that). My only option was to escape through the forest of trees that was behind me. It was sketchy, but it was my only option. In a blur, I turned to my left and headed straight into the forest. 
 
    As I ran through the wet grasses, I could hear the creatures pursuing me, their hooved feet pounding on the soft ground. Panic rose in my chest, as I heard and felt them getting closer. Their voices were ethereal, otherworldly. I wanted to stop. I wanted to listen to them speak, but somewhere in the recess of my brain I was too afraid.  
 
    Then I stepped on to a wet embankment, losing my footing and slipped into the icy cold waters of a creek that flowed between a dense pocket of trees. My body ached. Blood seeped from a wound somewhere but I could not tell where it was coming from. I started to feel dizzy. The leaves in the trees were swaying and not from the wind.  
 
    Rain began to patter, echoing on the surface of the shallow water. 
 
    “Damn.” I managed to slip over the gully into the creek. 
 
    I looked up and saw nothing. The creatures were gone. I had to have been dreaming or at least hallucinating due to a lack of sleep. That was the only explanation.  
 
    Choosing to stay up late to work on a painting after study sessions seemed like a good idea at the time but seeing where I landed, I decided it probably wasn’t. 
 
    With a sigh of relief, I pulled myself to my feet, wincing at a sudden pain in my knee. Feeling ridiculous, I climbed the embankment to reach the sidewalk, rolling onto my back, I closed my eyes and took three deep breaths.   
 
    When I opened them, there were three goat-like faces staring at me. 
 
    “Go away!” I screamed. My arms raised to shield me. 
 
    The leader spoke again. “We mean you no harm. You are the only one who can save us and free our king from the Shadow Queen’s power.” 
 
    Nothing this creature said made sense. “King? Shadow Queen? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “She is confused,” Another creature said. 
 
    The leader nodded. “Come with us. All will become clear.” 
 
    I tried to fight them off only to find myself heaved over the leader’s shoulder.  
 
    “Put me down!” I screamed, but I knew that it was useless. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Two 
 
    Elkaine 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why does the lord of the Wild Hunt betray the Winter Court?” The Wyldefae howls. “Treacherous King!” It curses my name in our native tongue, threatening the Queen’s wrath upon me. 
 
    A slash of my iron sword splits its head from its body, silencing the Wyldefae in a spray of blood. It was not the first time I had heard curses brought upon me. I was once the proud King of the Hunt. 
 
    I have become a figure of shame. How far have I fallen? I look up to the moonlight sky and sighed. 
 
    I slide from my horse, its snuffing and clanging let me know that it is as battle weary as I was. Its hoofbeats fell heavy, crunching the snow beneath it.  
 
    I pet the beast’s broad muzzle catching a glimpse of the cursed tattoos that covered my exposed shoulder, and wrapped down my arm to my wrist. On the other side of my body, beneath my leather half-armor, I could feel the heat of others. My constant companions.  
 
    “That’s the last of them, my king,” my Lieutenant, Albin said, from his own mount. “Shall we continue patrolling the borders?” 
 
    My mind drifted to memories of bygone days where I lead proud warriors on horseback across the sky. Wolfhounds wove in and out of our steeds’ legs, ready to track any soul out of doors on the eve of Samhain.  
 
    “My king?” Albin was waiting for my response. There was no use wasting valuable time thinking of days long passed.  
 
    “The night grows short; patrols should be over. We retreat into light of the sun. What word is there from the Shadow Queen?” I ask as I mount my horse. 
 
    I asked but did not listen instead I was distracted by the aftermath of our bloody battle. Watching as amid the mangled bodies, my soldiers–the Hunt as they were known throughout the realms –emerged, the shields on their armor shining in the moonlight. 
 
    “…and our beloved Shadow Queen intends to mount an aggressive attack against the Courts of…” 
 
    Albin’s words fell short when I raised my fist in the air, a signal for all to remain quiet. Something was different… 
 
    My soldiers stopped in their tracks, the sound of snow no longer crunching beneath their feet. Silence prevailed. I scanned the horizon and strained my ears for any sort of sound out of the ordinary.  
 
    “Sire?” Albin whispered.  
 
    “I feel something…strange,” I said as a I became acutely aware of a feeling inside me that was not of my making. Could this be a new form of attack?  
 
    The feeling landed somewhere between the excitement of seeing, for the first time, the one you are destined to mate with, and a feeling of sadness, as if I had lost my one and only love. 
 
    “What of this feeling, sire?” Albin asked, shaking his head. “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “This feeling is…” I paused, searching for a way to describe it in a way that would make sense to a soldier, “…is unnerving.” 
 
    Just then, an image flashed in my mind, bringing with it a fierce intensity that pressed against my skull, a mind-numbing pain that pulled at every nerve in my brain. No. It was not an image, but more of a sensation of sorts. I gritted my teeth against the intensity of the strange sensation. I wanted to deny it, but I knew exactly what was happening, and I could not stop it. I turned my gaze eastward, partial realization entered my mind. The Veil had been compromised.  
 
    “The Veil has been broken,” I said out loud. “Someone not of this world has entered.” 
 
    I launched my mount into a full sprint toward the forest. Icy mist flew from the horse’s muzzle, its plated armor rattled in the blistering wind. The pain in my mind subsided, but the strange warm feeling of familiarity pulled at my heart, more welcoming now, then haunting. 
 
    How was this possible? The veil broken after so many centuries. 
 
    For more centuries than I could count I have led the Hunt as their King. Nothing has captured my intrigue like feeling this rising within me. My heart knew I was being called from beyond those trees in the distance where the edge of the veil drifted. 
 
    My soldiers fell in line behind me. Albin moved to the forefront of the Hunt and joined my side. He gave me a brief nod, indicating that he, and the rest of the Hunt, intended to follow me, despite my apparent impulsiveness to move Eastward.  
 
      
 
    The Hunt. I smiled to myself. Always loyal. Despite my curse.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    I could not be sure how long we traveled, but it was long enough to feel the cold bite at the places of my skin that were not covered by my armor. At the tree line, I held my fist high in the air once more, a signal for my men to slow and dismount. As we walked up the gentle slope of the hillside, I caught sight of a small group of scouts that belonged to the Autumn Court.  
 
    Thoughts of their long ago Queen—a queen who was once the dearest wish of my heart—began to flood my mind. Would things had been different, had the Autumn Queen not fallen, our world would have changed for the better. Now we are constantly at war. The cold never ceases.  
 
    The Wylde, as they were called, were different than their fellow Wydlefae. They were guards of peace and not war. The Wylde knelt before me, their arms crossed their chests in deference. I have known these creatures well from a time when the Hunt lived in peace with the Autumn Court. I still considered them allies.  
 
    “King Elkaine, Lord of the Hunt, Summoner of Hounds and Herder of Souls. We are of the Wylde.”  
 
    The largest of the creatures addressed me by my many ancient names, showing himself as their leader.  
 
    “I know your kind. By what right do you break the Veil, the Veil that has protected the realms for centuries upon centuries?” I asked. My voice carrying a harrowing tone, inherently demanding the creature’s respect. 
 
    “Sire, my apologies,” The creature said bowing deeply. “It was necessary to break the Veil. For the prophecy of the Queen of the Autumn Court demanded it.”  
 
    The prophecy? How many years had it been since I dared to hope the prophecy was real? The Queen of Autumn, with her dying breath, foretold of an heir to the Autumn Court that would break the spell of the Shadow Queen and restore order to our lands, and grant me my freedom. It was foretold, but until this moment I had no hope to believe it would be true.   
 
    Impossible. 
 
    Was this Wylde truly offering me the promise of freedom by a chosen one, the unknown heir to the Autumn Court?  
 
     “Tell me more of this heir. What proof do you have they existed and dwelled in the world beyond the Veil?” 
 
    “We found her, sire.” The creature shook his head, as if he did not believe it himself. “But we lost her in the crossing.”   
 
    Her? “A girl then?” I cursed beneath my breath, not knowing if I should believe the beast or not.  
 
    “Yes, sire.” Shit! If this creature learned of the existence of this heir, traveled beyond the Veil and lost her in the crossing then word would soon reach the ears of the other Courts. The Shadow Queen would know, and that would be disastrous. Heir or no, I must find this missing girl before anyone else did. 
 
    “Tell me what she looks like, beast,” I commanded. 
 
     “My King, the Shadow Queen will not allow it. If you find this girl, you will be ordered to murder her.” Albin moved his horse to stand beside mine. 
 
    He did not tell me anything I didn’t already know. No doubt orders were already being dispatched via Night Shade to have me seek the girl out. 
 
    “I know this, my friend. The Shadow Queen binds me to her court, to her command. However. She forgets the King of the Hunt still has his own free will. Let her order as she pleases. I will use her order to my own advantage,” I replied, before turning to the Wylde. 
 
    “Thank you Wylde, your information will be taken to heart.”
“We shall seek the girl, King.” Their leader bowed.  
 
    “No, you must return to your posts guarding the Autumn Court. Act as if you know nothing. We must ride back to the Shadow Court to report the results of our battle to the Shadow Queen.” My heart is pounding like thunder in my chest. I could be imagining things, but could the Shadow Queen’s curse somehow be growing weaker? The Shadow Queen’s jealousy of my connection to the Autumn Queen and her Court threw our land into chaos. It was this chaos that allowed the Shadow Queen to curse and enslave me to her will. Though I would never admit it to my men, it frightened me to learn of something strong enough to weaken such a strong curse. Whoever this girl, this heir was, she was in our world now, and had the power of a queen. 
 
    Just then, that strange feeling entered into my mind once more. But this time, it felt more like a voice that had invaded my thoughts, calling my name, pulling me toward its source, rather racking my skull with pain.  
 
    My heart leaped, emotions thought long dormant stirred beneath my heart of stone. I had to find her before anyone else was able. I had to ascertain for myself if this girl from beyond the Veil was truly the heir to my Autumn Queen. Could she truly be the answer to the harrowing’s of a fallen King’s heart; to the harrowing’s of my people?  
 
    I hurried my horse, pushing him to his limits, yearning to return and report so I could begin doing what I did best.  
 
    Hunt. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Three 
 
    Natalie 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes only to find my vision blurred, and my head pounding. I was not sure where I was or how I got there. 
 
    “Oh thank the Goddess you’re awake,” a woman said from somewhere above me. “We worried you might have drifted into shadow.” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes to be able to see the features of her face. She looked elven, with pointed ears, like something from a fantasy novel, beautiful but with smudges of dirt covering her porcelain face.  
 
    Despite my best efforts, I could not stop staring, mesmerized by her beauty. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so, where am I?” I shook my head, trying free it from the remaining dizziness.  
 
    My wrists were cold, I looked down and saw shackles. I push down the anxiety creeping up. Keep it together, I tell myself, they are only shackles – right? My self-coping is dismal at best. I feel my panic continue to rise. 
 
     I look around and see that I am in the back of what looks like a horse-drawn cart full of people and other strange creatures that I can’t even put words to. 
 
    At first, I thought it had to be a dream. Memories of the events between the party and now were hazy. I vaguely remembered the creatures from the fog, of me being thrown over one of their shoulders. They brought through a column of dancing white light that seemed to have materialized out of thin air. After we entered the white light, I remember being brought into a world full of snow, sparkling ice, and cold that bit me straight to the bone. After that? All I remember is blackness. 
 
    This isn’t real. It can’t be. I’m at home. I had too much to drink. More than I thought. Wake up, wake up. I knocked the sides of my head with my shackled, fisted hands.  
 
    When I was little, my dad would tell me to pinch myself when I fell into a dream too strong to wake up from on my own. It happened so often; he kept a cup of cold water next to my bed so I could splash my face with it when I would finally open my eyes. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I pinched my arm, willing this dream to go away. I opened them only to find nothing changed. 
 
    Panic began to take over as I realized this wasn’t a dream. I am in the back of a cart being taken to God knows where, with shackles around my wrists, like some criminal or prisoner. 
 
    “Take it easy. You look like you’re about to faint. My name is Lilliana, what is yours?” The elven woman tried to reassure me with soft shushing sounds.  
 
    My hastened breaths made it hard for me to focus her words. I kept wondering what would happen to me once the cart ride ended.  
 
    Lilliana repeated her question, finally getting my full attention. 
 
    “Natalie. My name’s Natalie. Where am I? What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “You like the rest of us, have been captured by trolls, we are being taken to auction,” Lilliana said holding up her own shackled wrists.  
 
    “Trolls?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes. Trolls. Sometimes they steal goods, other times crops. Lately, they have been in the business of kidnaping young women to sell to nobles as slaves,” she said. 
 
    “Slaves?” I asked, unbelievable. I could not be a slave! I didn’t belong in this place, wherever it was! 
 
     “Lilliana, where is this place? I need to escape! I need to get back home! I don’t want to be here.” My voice cracks with desperation. I feel hot tears roll down my cheeks and the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. 
 
    I am sure that Desi and my parents must have had the entire police force looking for me by now. Even if I managed to escape, how would I get back home? I didn’t know where I was, or what world I was in. Even if I did make it home, hell, no one would actually believe that I was captured and transported to a different world. They would think I was delusional. Hell, I wouldn’t believe me. 
 
    “You are in the realm of the Winter Court,” Lilliana looked puzzled by my question.  
 
    “The Winter Court? Do you mean Iceland?” 
 
     “Iceland?” The elven woman asks. “No it called the Winter Court not Iceland.” She pauses and stares at me for a long moment. “You are not from here are you?”  
 
    I shake my head. “No, I’m from America! South Carolina to be exact.” Lilliana perplexed look faded to a kind-of soft look of concern. There was also a calming reassurance there as well. How could she be so calm? Lilliana smiled warmly and began to speak slower. 
 
    “This is the realm of the Fae. The Winter and Summer Queens are at war against the Shadow Queen. The Autumn Queen was murdered with no heir. It has torn our home apart in more ways than we could have imagined.” She leans in closer to me and whispers, “If you are not from here, you must not let any of the remaining queens know. To do so would be very dangerous for you.” 
 
    My eyes widened. Not let the remaining queens know? Fighting queens were the least of my problems. I started laughing, well more of a nervous giggle. I tried to stop myself, get myself under control. I’d painted this world, seen it in my dreams and even imagined myself walking through it when I played in the woods behind my parents’ house as a child. 
 
    This dream world controlled every facet of my life to the point my friends thought I’d rather live here than in reality, well our reality at least. I thought it was a dream, yet somehow I felt it was real. Now I was here?  
 
    Sketchbooks full of goblins, gnomes, fairies – both beautiful and terrifying, mushroom houses and houses in the trees, lie back in my dorm room. How could I have known it all existed and so close! It only took a couple of goat-like hooved creatures to kidnap me for me to find it. 
 
    The cart abruptly stopped, ending my laughing fit. 
 
    Two hulking creatures with small eyes, bald heads, floppy, pointed ears and sharp tusks protruding from their lower jaws, lowered the back latch of the cart. Hairy arms and large hands reached out to start ushering us from the cart to destinations unknown. 
 
    I nearly tripped trying to keep the speed they forced us to move. I felt like I was in a herd of cattle heading for the slaughter. Too soon I find myself being shoved into a small cage, the door slamming in my face. 
 
    I back away when the tusked-creature snuffed at me, grunting before he walked off. I didn’t want to, but I cried. I could not help it. I slid down the back of the cage to the floor, drawing my knees up to my chest and wrapping my arms around them, letting myself sob. 
 
    Lilliana was in the cage in front of me. She tried to comfort me but it didn’t help. I was lost and confused, betrayed by a world I loved, one I thought to be beautiful and full of fantasy. 
 
    The creatures Lilliana called trolls return to the cages with a man wearing lavish white robes. He looked similar to Lilliana yet his features were more pointed and he had antennae protruding from his forehead. He looked like a humanoid insect. 
 
    “And this one? Where did you say you got her?” The man asked. His voice held an air that led me to believe he was a snob, his clothes made him look wealthy. Elitist. 
 
    I could not understand the trolls reply. He grunted, mumbling an inaudible set of words. The man seemed to understand him perfectly, however, and nodded, making the occasional “ah hah” before nodding more. 
 
    “Very nice. She shall fetch a pretty price.”  
 
    “I am not chattel to be bought and sold,” I snarled. I could not hold in my temper. How dare he treat me or any of these women like property.   
 
    “I wonder what manner of being she is. I have not seen anything like her before.” He leaned forward, adjusting the monocle over his left eye, completely ignoring my statement. “Strange thing though she is.” 
 
    It unnerved me to stare into the face of a man who looked like he belonged on a gold-ringed leaf in my backyard. If I were honest, it was insulting. 
 
    “Let me out of here!” I shook the bars of the cage.  
 
    He spoke again to the troll, telling him the auction would begin shortly and he needed prepare his merchandise with the proper numbers. So the bug-looking man must have been the boss.  
 
    I watched intently as the two of them walked away still talking. He didn’t even spare me a glance. Perhaps the auction would be my chance to escape. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    I must have fallen asleep, tired from crying and being thrust into a Fae world so foreign from my own, because the next thing I knew, the door of my cage was being opened and I was ushered out.  
 
    Great, back into the herd. I rolled my eyes. At this point, freaking out was pointless. What happened was real, nothing I could do would change that. 
 
    What I had to do was find a way to get out of this place and find a way home.  
 
    Heat rushed through my body as an image flashed through my mind so quickly it was dizzying. A horse wearing plated armor, its nostrils snuffing cold air, running, then as quickly as it appeared it disappeared. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Lilliana caught me before I fell.  
 
    “I’m okay,” I replied. I had never had an vision before, and I was not sure what it could mean. I shook my head, rubbing it with the heel of my hand. 
 
    What in the world was that about? 
 
    The trolls pushed the line of us to stand at the edge of a platform made of wood.  
 
    At the podium, the lavish man from earlier was speaking to a gathered crowd of some of the strangest creatures I’d ever seen. Some resembled Lilliana, others looked more like man. Some looked like the elves I would expect to see in a movie back home, small and without much in the way of clothing.  
 
    I could not believe what I was looking at. 
 
    The man from earlier, the boss, was clearly and auctioneer. He introduced to the crowd what he called the first item, as he beckoned for the first girl in the line to move forward. His trolls pushed the frightened sprite up the wooden steps. 
 
    She was younger than me, or appeared to be, with long golden hair and drooping ears. Her eyes were downcast, and her legs trembling beneath the rags she wears. I wanted to help her, I moved to rush the platform before an arm reached out to stop me. Lilianna shook her head in caution.  
 
    Growling beneath closed teeth, I realized she was right, now was not the time to draw attention to myself.  
 
    The line thinned out until it was my turn to stand before the crowd. Gasps filled the air, the eyes of the audience all seemed to enlarge at once as they stared at me.  
 
    Embarrassed, I lowered my own eyes, trying to focus on the image of the horse from my vision so I could feel like less of a window display. 
 
    The auctioneer started the bid for me presumably, and a bidding war began. I was not sure how currency was exchanged here but from auctioneer’s reaction, my value was getting high. 
 
    From the back of the crowd, I heard a man’s voice booming. I raised my eyes to see a man who looked much like Lilliana. He was speaking in a strange language but had a bid high enough that no one challenged him. 
 
    The auctioneer slammed down his wooden gavel and I was pulled from the platform, down the stairs and shoved into to some kind of waiting area. I was bought, and I had to keep aware, my most likely avenue of escape would be once I was out of this madhouse.  
 
    Money exchanged hands and I was given to my new “owner.”  
 
    The man with the booming voice stepped forward and he was beautiful. My artists mind took over and I could not help but stare. He had white glistening hair and eyes like a cat. On his ears and forehead, he wore what looked like a crown. His hands were adorned in various jewelry. I snapped back into myself and stepped away from the man, warily.  
 
    “Now, now, child. You are safe. Come. Let’s leave this place,” The man said. His voice was soothing yet beneath its gentle tone, I could sense something dangerous. 
 
    This man was not what he appeared to be. Trusting him would be a mistake. 
 
    He helped me onto the back of one of his horses and we began our journey.  
 
    My heart began to pound heavily, another image flashed in my mind. It was the same horse as before, yet now I saw a rider, a man, the same faceless man from my painting.  
 
    Escape seemed less urgent. A strange sense of peace settled over me. Somehow, I knew he was coming for me. The man from my dreams. The man I painted that had not yet shown his face to me. Somehow, I knew I would be meeting him soon. 
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    I pushed the doors of the mighty halls of the Shadow Court open, their ancient hinges cracking and moaning against the force of my bare hands. 
 
    Frustration ravaged my mind. It had been hours of the late-night hunt and now to have an abrupt summoning from the Shadow Queen to her halls, when I had more pressing matters with which to attend did nothing to alleviate my temper. A last-minute attack was ordered on a small caravan of supply merchants on their way back from an auction held in the nearby village. 
 
    I knew the village as a place where they celebrated the riding of the Hunt on the night of Samhain. The inhabitants were neutral, yet the Shadow Queen suspected an emissary from the Winter Court had paid a visit to them recently. It was a waste. 
 
    My lieutenant met me at the door. In his hand he held a mug of the Hunt’s finest drink.  
 
    “Come on, you need it.” He attempted to hand me the mug, but I shoved it away.  
 
    Huffing, I knew he was right, so I took the offered drink, downing it in one swallow. 
 
    “How was the quick battle?” He asked. Not needing Albin for a short raid, I had sent him ahead to Court without me. I did not want to sully my men with the vulgarities of attacking a once ally. It was my curse to bear not theirs.   
 
    “The battle did not carry the comfort it once did.” I dropped into the throne overlooking the mead hall. “She bade me to attack a caravan from the village of Heimdall.” 
 
    Albin’s eyes enlarge to the size of saucers. 
 
    My brows furrowed, mouth downturned. My tattoos were cool against my skin yet still they burned, always reminding me of the hate I felt toward the Shadow Queen. 
 
    How could I explain to my soldier what I experienced as I neared the village? The sensation I experienced earlier in the night grew stronger. I felt the presence of the same strange feeling, I felt after our earlier battle. The same that drew me to the Wylde of the Autumn Court. I never knew the King of the Hunt could experience such a strong force of will. She was near. I searched, of course, but did not find the source of the pull on my heart.  
 
     “The information the Shadow Queen provided was false. All I found were some simple merchants who deal in the peddling of summer and winter trinkets. They pleaded with me to spare them. I could not because of her curse.” I lowered my head into my hands, wondering why the Shadow Queen ordered the attack. 
 
    Perhaps she too was misled, though I doubted it. The presence of the Summer emissary earlier in the day would have been enough to earn her wrath. With a suspected Winter emissary would easily send her over the edge of reason.  
 
    “I believe the Queen of Shadows is becoming more consumed by the madness that drives her. All I had to go on was the presence of an emissary. Has she become so petty as to want simple merchants destroyed?” I asked. 
 
    “Why did you go out to that village? Aside from the Queen’s calling,” Albin questioned. 
 
    I did not know how to answer him for I still did not understand this strange feeling that helped to drive me. After the murder of the Autumn Queen, I fell into despair, locking myself and my heart away in a chamber of ice within my breast. 
 
    “It is the strangest thing, Albin. I felt something. It is a pull so strong I cannot ignore it. While riding, I had to stop to gather my wits about me. It felt like someone entered my mind. Calling to me for help.” 
 
    “Can you explain, King?”  
 
    “It had happened in a thicket in the forest outside of the village. My head flew back as though something hit me with the force of a battle axe. For a brief moment, I saw a woman with hair the color of honey and eyes the color of the purest water. My heart stumbled. An irritating lust caused my groin to heat as my chest had. Beneath my armor, beads of sweat formed despite the cold. 
 
    “A thread emerged from my chest, drawing me to follow it. Once I became able I followed it to the village.” 
 
    “A thread?” Albin asks. 
 
    I nodded. “I have only experienced it one other time in my life. Not a thread but this type of strong desire. I cannot explain it any better than I have. I must find this woman, my friend. There is no question.” 
 
    Albin looked like he wanted to question my resolve but held back. “If my King has his heart and soul fixated on this woman, the Hunt will aid. Tell us what you wish.” 
 
    As long as I had known Albin, he swore he would ride into the flames of the Netherworld with me if I asked it of him. He was loyal, and I appreciated his resolve. 
 
    The sudden slapping of Albin’s hand on my shoulder shook me from my thoughts. “Come, for now, we drink and enjoy the company of the Hunt as we once did. For the present time, let us forget the war and enjoy sharing stories of Samhain’s of the past.” 
 
    I force a smile at my friend. Reliving some of the old tales sounded like exactly what I needed to recover from all the madness that surrounded me. 
 
    For the greater part of the day, the Hunt did what we always did. Upon a wooden table long enough to sit a small army, delicacies of roasted boar, goose and fish laid in rows. The mead hall filled with scents of the food and the smell of freshly poured mead.  
 
    Albin shared tales from when he first joined the Hunt and how, if I had not saved him, he would have been devoured by a pack of wolves. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, looking into my mug, a smile on my face. I let my eyes roam over the members of the Hunt, each man bursting with boisterous laughter, as their hands slammed in joyous raucous on the table. 
 
    I was able to relax into the role of being their King and trusted friend, if only for a moment. 
 
    Our merriment was soon interrupted by a young goblin still shivering from the cold. On his back he wore the satchel of a messenger. 
 
    “I come with a message, mighty Lord of Souls,” He said in a trembling voice. 
 
    I beckoned him forth. 
 
    With a bowed head and eyes trained to not to look into mine, the goblin moved towards me. From his satchel he pulls a message bearing the seal of the Winter Queen. 
 
    I took no time in opening the letter. The parchment carried the coolness of the artisan who crafted it with careful magic from the fibers of special winter mushrooms.  
 
    My eyes widened, as I read. 
 
    Beside me, I feel Albin growing restless. The rest of the Hunt all kept silent as they watched me. 
 
    “What does it say?” Albin finally asked. 
 
    “It is an invitation to appear before the Winter Court. The Queen fears something foul is working against all three of the remaining Courts. She fears something is about to happen to topple the already fragile balance.” 
 
    Albin did not question more. He knew we had enough on our plate with the enslavement of the Hunt to the Shadow Court. How could we attend the Winter Queen without attracting the Shadow Queen’s notice? 
 
    I cursed in the tongue of the ancients under my breath. The burn within me to reach the presence ever-haunting my mind made my new agitation maddening.  
 
    To think someone would want to see all three Courts thrown into chaos reminded me of the dark ages when we struggled to find some sense of order at the behest of the Horned God. 
 
    Had He known what was happening now, I would find my way into the gallows. 
 
    “What will we do?” Albin questioned. 
 
    My eyes roamed over the rest of the Hunt. I could see their sentiments echoing Albin’s. “We accept. There is no law the Shadow Queen has put into order that we cannot attend an invitation.” 
 
    Albin’s brows furrowed. His mouth downturned, as his shook his head. 
 
    Since becoming the Shadow Queen’s servant, I knew this pushed the boundaries on what she would allow. However, I still remained the King of the Hunt, bound by ancient laws not even she could restrain me from following. Keeping order and some semblance of peace was another purpose of the Hunt. It was the reason we held no biased fealty to any of the four Courts. At least in part, before the Shadow Queen’s curse.  
 
    I thank the young goblin, offering him a warm drink before sending him on his way to continue his duties. 
 
    Once the dinner was finished, I addressed the Hunt.  
 
    “I know what you all must be thinking. These are trying times, a testament to why we were created by the Horned God. I want you all to know, I will not falter. Surely the rumors have begun to circulate that I am going through a trying time.” 
 
    I took a moment to run my hand through my dark hair, dropping my head, my hands resting on the wooden table. “I am going to put these rumors to rest. They are true. Something calls to me beyond our woods. It is not something I can ignore. It does not call to me without risk. However, it does not challenge my loyalty to you or the Hunt. I ask you all, will you continue to follow me?” 
 
    A resounding bellow of “yes” assaulted my ears. It brought a smile to my face to learn the men under my command still trusted their King. 
 
    The rest of the evening was spent in song, tales of old and of merriment unlike any I had seen in many years. 
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    I don’t know where I am, but I’m walking. Beneath my feet, the snow is gone and the leaves are colors of red, orange, radiant yellow and purple. Above me, the sun gives off a subtle warmth despite the brisk breeze. 
 
    The trees appear to whisper, their leaves gently rustled.  
 
    “Welcome our Queen” they say. I don’t know what they mean since I’m no Queen. 
 
    The scene shifts to a lavish throne room. It is empty, its stained glass windows cracked. All along the floor, nature weaves unhindered. 
 
    Whispers echo in the hall. They say different things.  
 
    “Only she can bring order” some of them say.  
 
    “Free our King” others echo. 
 
    “I don’t understand!” I cry out, falling to my knees. 
 
    There’s something familiar about this place. I don’t know how I know it but I know I want to escape my prison and find it. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    My eyes flew open. I sat up only to find I was still in the crude stone room of my captor. I discovered the man who purchased me from the auction, belonged to what this world called the Winter Court. The room he put me into certainly felt icy. 
 
    Shivering, I threw my legs over the side of the bed. The marbled stone was frigid beneath my feet. The clothes he had given were comfortable enough to offer some shielding against the cold but I still shivered. 
 
    This cold was unlike any I had ever felt. Even the harshest winters back home didn’t sting as much as this. I could help but think this must have been what Minneapolis felt like. Were my hair wet, I imagined it would snap like an icicle with even the smallest amount of pressure.  
 
    The door to my room was thrown open revealing Lilliana. Thankfully, my Master chose to purchase her along with me. 
 
    “You must hurry,” Lilliana said as she hustled around the room. The satin gown she wore was beyond beautiful. 
 
    “Why? I thought we weren’t due to appear before the Master until dawn,” I replied. I hated using the word Master, but found that it would be smart to play along until I could find a way to escape and get back home. Besides the man wasn’t cruel, and having a warm bed to sleep in was pretty nice.  
 
     “This is more than that. We have learned the Queen is expecting an esteemed guest. The Master has ordered his servants to obey all the Queen asks.” Lilliana shook her head. 
 
    I had heard of the Winter Queen while listening to the stories the Master told his partner on the way to his wing of the Winter Palace. I also learned about the Master himself. He was one of the only Lords the Queen allowed to live within her palace grounds. He was one of the highest politicians and advisors in the land. 
 
    Despite my not liking being a slave, it still amazed me to catch the eye of someone so influential. Back at home, I barely caught the eye of the guy I’d had a crush on since elementary school. 
 
    “Hurry!” Lilliana shoved clothes into my arms, interrupting my thoughts.  
 
    With some help from Lilliana, I hurried to undress, bathe in a nice warm bath and get dressed.  
 
    We hustled down the stairs to find the Master addressing the rest of his servants.  
 
    Sour eyes fell on Lilliana and me.  
 
    “When I order you to appear with haste, it means with haste. Once this meeting is over, both of you will be severely punished. It does bode well for me to arrive late when summoned by our Queen.” The Master walked toward us, glowering.  
 
    I winced at the idea of already screwing up so badly that I got Lilliana in trouble too.  
 
    “Yes, my Lord,” we said in unison. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The corridors toward the meeting hall were adorned with beautiful paintings, I wished I had my sketchbook. Even as a slave, if I could have only a few hours to sit in these halls and sketch, it would be worth it. 
 
    Maybe I could even finish the painting of the beautiful man whose face remained hidden. 
 
    The thought brought a sharp pain in my chest. I nearly collapsed once again Lilliana was there to catch me. 
 
    “Are you alright?” She asked. “This is not the first time you have fallen.”  
 
     “I’ve been having strange feelings lately. Seeing things. I don’t know what’s going on. It feels like something’s pulling my heart to go somewhere.” 
 
    A bright smile lit across Lilliana’s face. “It’s the call of your soulmate. In this world, it’s how many of our people find and unite with the ones they are destined to fall in love with. If it is affecting you in such a way, he must be near.” 
 
    Soulmate?  
 
    “How does that work if I’m not from here? I’ve never felt it like this. I’ve had crushes, sure, but nothing like this.” 
 
    “I am not sure what you mean by crushes, but soul-mating in our world is like a thread that binds two hearts together,” Lilliana elaborates in a hushed tone. “The hearts ache to be joined and pull their owners until they find each other. It’s a beautiful thing. It makes me curious to learn who draws you toward him.” 
 
    I looked at her as if she were nuts. I had no idea who could be drawing me toward them. We arrived in a hall filled with people and more of the same creatures I saw at the market, except these creatures were dressed more regally. 
 
    Trays of drinks and small plates of foods were handed to each of us and we were ordered to move about the room and serve the guests. 
 
    The pull of the thread Lilliana described was so strong, it threatened to nauseate me. I became so disoriented I could not watch where I was walking and ran into one of the guests, dropping the tray. 
 
    No! Oh God, the Master is going to be so mad!  
 
    “Forgive me, my Lord,” I said, careful to keep my eyes lowered. 
 
    Time appeared to freeze around me. My heart pounded behind my ribs. I had learned from Lilliana that in this world, nobles were known to strike servants for simple errors.  
 
    I winced, readying myself for the strike I was sure was to come, hoping it would not hurt too bad or leave a mark.  
 
    “There is nothing to forgive,” The man said in a deep baritone voice.  
 
    The sound of him sending ice cold shivers down my spine. The man slipped a gentle hand under my chin and raised my face to his meeting my eyes, sending shocks of white lightening through me. I swallowed a lump, allowing myself to look at the man’s leather-armor clad chest. I gasp at how familiar it looked.  
 
    There was no way…  
 
    He was breathtakingly beautiful. His face, was scarred over his right eye, cheek and left lip, but it did nothing to detract from his beauty. He was beyond handsome with sharp, hard features. Muscles carved of Roman stone made up his biceps and forearms, leading down to hands reminding me again of something I can’t remember. Yet, eyes green and as deep as the wooded forest appeared rimmed in dark circles as though he hadn’t slept in days. 
 
     I’ve seen you before. 
 
    A sudden hit of nausea made me pull back. Something inside me telling me he was who I’ve been looking for. He was the one the thread pulled me. I did not understand. How could this be?  
 
    My head swims and I began to fall but he caught me. His body supported mine. The warmth of his touch chased the nausea away. I needed to remind myself to talk to Lilliana about these feelings. I opened my eyes and was immediately fixated on his mouth. He was saying something but I could not tell what it was through the fog of my mind. I felt myself being lifted, nattering voices and heat surrounded me. The heat was overwhelming. This world was so strange.  
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    I never liked attending lavish parties. Their garish nature with nobles pretending to smile and laugh while their fellow comrades shared stories of wealth, status and politics bored me. Parties were no place for the likes of me who lived in the woods, one with the land, King of the Hunt. 
 
    I was a king, a fallen king, but a king, nonetheless. However, formal affairs were nothing more than for politicians of the Courts to parade for their Queens and win favor with other Lords. 
 
    This was not what bothered me as I watched the crowd. What concerned me was the reason I had been called to appear before the Winter Queen. Since the war started, she had been more desperate than the Summer Queen to either kill me or keep me distanced. 
 
    To have her call on me so suddenly and with such urgency was unsettling. 
 
    My thoughts consumed me but not enough to leave. Albin moved beside me. 
 
    “Have you found anything?” I asked him. 
 
    “No. Nothing unnatural for a gathering like this. These people are all either from the Winter Court, guests or servants. If there is someone intending ill will, they are hiding magnificently,” He responded. 
 
    I narrowed my brows. Prior to arriving, I spread the Hunt throughout the surrounding forests and gardens to make sure nothing happened without us being aware. 
 
    No one had reported anything. All remained quiet, which was most unsettling. 
 
    “Keep watching. If the Queen suspects foul play, their first attempt will be here.”  
 
    “Yes, sire,” Albin said before disappearing back into the crowd. 
 
    I turned; my mind focused on the crowd.  
 
    The burn in the core of my chest made it hard for me to keep my attention focused on the party. It was as if someone lit a small flame within my breast— the feeling excruciating— yet somehow I found the hurt pleasurable. A brief moment of dizziness sent me crashing into one of the servants. 
 
    She cried out when the tray struck my chest. Her hand brushed my armor for only a moment, yet it was enough to intensify the flame inside me. 
 
    “Forgive me, my Lord,” the woman apologized, her eyes lowered as was customary. For reasons I did not understand, I reached for her, noticing her wince and cursing myself for what she must be thinking. I knew she feared I meant to strike her for the offense. 
 
    “There is nothing to forgive,” I said with a tender brush of my fingertips, I raised her to meet my gaze. Blue eyes as stunning as the sea met mine. Her hair was dark yet still as golden as the wheat fields in the autumn sun. Her skin, fair, kissed by the red of a rose, felt warm beneath my fingers. I look down and am captured by her lips, lush and full, capable making me beg to run my thumb over them teasing them to part them. I longed to taste them. 
 
    I stifled a harsh gasp.  
 
    I have found you.  
 
    It was her. The one the Wylde spoke of. The one who haunted my dreams. 
 
    She began to stumble, I moved with graceful speed to catch her. I hoisted her into my arms with the intent of getting her somewhere where I could care for her.  
 
    A sense of protection I had never experienced threatened to take my wits away. Not since the Autumn Queen had I felt such a need. I pushed through the crowd, knowing I would kill any who dared stand in my way, despite knowing the delicate balance of powers between the Courts would fall if I fought in the palace of the Winter Court. Thankfully, no one stopped me. 
 
    We reached one of the vacant rooms and I laid the woman on the bed. It may have been improper, not asking the Queen’s permission, but I cared not. I knew it could cause some trouble but staring at the woman’s face, I had no other choice. 
 
    Sometime during the commotion, Albin must have seen what happened. He rushed into the room behind me, knives brandished. 
 
    When I realized what is happening, I moved to stop my friend from plunging his knives into the woman’s chest.  
 
    “Stop! She did not attempt to hurt me. She is no threat.” 
 
    “Are you sure, sire?” He asked with a heavy breath. 
 
    “I am.” I looked back at the woman’s unconscious face. “She’s the one, my friend. The one I have dreamt about. The one I’ve hunted two nights past.” 
 
    “Really?”  Albin asked looking at the woman as if she were an apparition and not true flesh and blood. I nod.  
 
    We had no time to continue our conversation as the emissary of the Winter Queen rushed into the room.  
 
    “What are you doing in here? This is most improper and with my slave?” the pompous windbag howled at me. 
 
     “How dare you?” Albin growled stepping between us. “Do you not know to whom you speak?” 
 
    The emissary huffed, drawing up his nose. “I know who he thinks he is. A fallen King with no right to his throne. A traitor and slave of the Shadow Queen who brings war upon any land he visits. By what right do you take what is not yours?” 
 
    Rage overtook any rational emotion and I moved to grip Albin’s shoulder, more to steady myself than to keep him from attacking. The tattoos on my body began to chill with the power circulating through them.  
 
    “I am the King of the Wild Hunt. I am the Reaper of Souls on Samhain and Lord of the Wood. My purpose for being here is beyond comprehension of one as low as you. Leave now or I will reap your soul, no matter how black it might be.” 
 
    I saw the fear in the emissary’s eyes beneath my glare.  
 
    “You… w…w…will regret this,” He stuttered but turned to leave us.  
 
    My tattoos began to fade as my temper calmed. Behind me, I heard whimpers and moans as the young woman began to come out of her unconsciousness. 
 
    Sitting on the bedside, I watched her raise a delicate hand to her brow.  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Shh, you fell unconscious. Your body radiated heat like a blacksmith’s forge and then you lost consciousness. Rest now, no one will harm you.” I say trying my best to avoid scaring her despite what my body desires, which was to take her into my arms.  
 
    She appeared to study me for a brief moment before closing her eyes again. 
 
    “Albin, you may leave if you so choose. Someone must meet with the Winter Queen on my behalf.” 
 
    Albin refused to leave, taking post outside the door. 
 
    Time I could not count continued to pass, I was not sure how much, before my young lady finally awoke. She started at the sight of me.  
 
    “It is okay. I will not harm you. My name is Elkaine, may I ask yours?” To calm her, I held my hands out, palms up.  
 
    From where I sat, I could see the subtle trembling in each soft curve her body. I tried to avoid it, but my eyes traveled the length of her. She was truly a lovely creature. 
 
    To avoid appearing like a boar, interested in her only for her beauty, I let my eyes venture further down to her wrists. Anger began to pool in my center as I saw the tell-tale marks from slavers’ shackles. I ran a gentle finger over the red marks. She did not pull away, that was a good sign. 
 
    “My name is Natalie,” she finally said. Her voice melting over me like honey. It was a strange name I had never heard before.  
 
    “Natalie,” I said, slowly rolling the syllables over my tongue like sampling a fine wine. “Natalie, that’s an unusual name. May I ask where it is you come from?” 
 
    “I am not from your world,” she replied. “I was taken from my world and brought here by strange creatures.”  
 
    “They are called the Wylde, they are the guards of the Autumn Court,” I tell her. I knew she was from beyond the Veil, that the Wylde were right.  
 
    “They said no harm would come to me, but then I woke and was in a slave auction. They must have lied. Now I am a slave. Lilliana said I’m sick because my body was following some soulmate thread, and I just want to go home. I don’t understand why any of this is happening to me.”  
 
    To many others who had not visited the mortal realm on the holy night of Samhain, Natalie’s tale might sound like the prattle of a drunken fool. 
 
    “Did the Wylde tell you for what reason they sought you?” I asked. 
 
    Natalie opened her mouth to speak when suddenly the room became cold, frigid. Mirrors cracked under the immense hypothermic temperatures. Wisps of ice fluttered within the small confines of the room, dancing heralds announcing the arrival of their ruler. 
 
    Acting quickly, I removed the thickest fur blanket from the bed and wrapped Natalie to keep her from freezing. I had seen the Winter Queen’s force do so to many others. 
 
    “You need to move from the bed, quickly,” I said. Thankfully she did not argue. “Hide in the armoire in the corner. Remain silent.”  
 
    “But—” she wanted to ask questions, as would I in her position but there was no time. “Silence. I will come for you when she leaves.” 
 
    I see another attempt at a question before she closed the doors to the wardrobe, my glare halting her words before she could say them. 
 
    The door opened with a slam against the wall. Albin walked in; head lowered behind the Winter Queen. 
 
    With skin as pale as the winter skies and eyes as glossy as a dead man’s corpse The Winter Queen looks around the room. Had I not been accustomed to such cold; I might freeze in her midst like so many others had before me. 
 
    “King of the Wild Hunt,” She said her voice demanding. “My emissary tells me you have committed a great offense. I am willing to be merciful since I am the one who called upon you to be here in the first place.” 
 
     “Your emissary insulted me. If any should demand recompense, it is I. Why does the Winter Queen request my presence when she knows the conditions of my current state, and the danger that could lie therein?” I did not lower my head. As King of the Hunt, I was not under any obligation to adhere to customs of any of the Courts. 
 
    The Queen smiled; her eyes devilish. I knew of the power of her wiles in ways more intimate than many who dwelled in her realm and I was immune. 
 
    “We have been made aware of threats against Summer’s Queen and myself. Would it be the Shadow Queen has anything to do with these threats?” She sat in one of the chairs next to the frozen mirror, her sinewy legs crossed beneath her trailing gown.  
 
    “The Shadow Queen has not issued any threats. Were she to do so, I am the one she would call to act upon them. It is possible she has been threatened herself as we have been informed she is closing her borders and ceasing all aggressive acts of war.” It had not even been a fortnight, since my last assault on Summer’s caravan to its soldiers. The Shadow Queen withdrew all troops and issued a tightened watch upon her borders. The Hunt and I patrolled them, slaughtering any who appeared suspicious. 
 
    My mind drifted to thoughts of Natalie, our bond tugging at my heart making it difficult not to turn and look at the wardrobe where she was hidden. To keep focused, I turned my attention forcefully to the powerful woman sitting before me.  
 
     “Then let me ask your counsel, King of Souls,” The Queen said. “Who do you think is attempting to topple the remaining Courts?” 
 
     “I do not know. After receiving your letter we assumed the first attempt would be on your life here at your Gala. As of now, we have seen nothing.” I shook my head. 
 
    The Queen appeared to ponder. She rose and turned to leave, halting at the door. “I am reminded,” She said. “I felt something cross the Veil not from our lands. Are you aware of it?” 
 
    My breath stalled. I knew if the Winter Queen found Natalie and with what the Wylde told me about Natalie being true, the Queens would stop at nothing to kill her. 
 
    “No, my Queen Winter.” The lie tasted bitter; acidic on my tongue. In all of Fae, a word given by the King of the Hunt is accepted as truth no matter if it is deceptive. 
 
    Albin’s eyes widened at my dishonesty. He knew as well as I, my life was forfeit if my words were found to be lies. 
 
    “Then I will not worry, for now. Enjoy the rest of the Gala and please, dear Fallen King, protect us from whomever wishes us ill.” The Queen departed without another word. 
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    I watched from the safety of my hiding place as the man, Elkaine, spoke with the most regal, beautiful woman I had ever seen. Something about her scared me, her aura froze the blood in my veins. She must have been the Winter Queen.  
 
    When the doors of the wardrobe were thrown open, I gasped, thinking I’d been found out. Elkaine stared at me with worry in his eyes. I could not shake the feeling we had met before. I mean I knew now that he was the faceless man from my dreams, and if Lilliana was right, he was my soulmate, but knowing something is true and preparing my mind to accept it were two different things. It was what I imagined being struck by lightning felt like.    
 
    With a firm grip, he took my wrist and pulled me from the wardrobe. It was like one of the kids in the books returning from Narnia. 
 
    “We must get you out of here. For the night, I want you to fulfill your role. I have requested Albin stay close to you. As of now, you no longer belong to your master. Your life is in danger,” Elkaine said. 
 
    I want to touch him; I start to move my hand up but think better of it. I can’t help how his beauty affects me.  
 
    Stop it. She called him the King of the Wild Hunt. I think back to the conversation and how my head began spinning at all I saw. 
 
     “Wait! What’s going on?” In a flood of emotions, I pulled at my wrist. My mind threatened to overwhelm me again. I’d lost count at how many times it had happened. “She called you the King of the Hunt. You called her the Winter Queen. Why am I here? Why did they take me?” 
 
    I finally allowed the tears I have been holding back to break free from the dam I’d thought I’d made impenetrable. Elkaine helped me sink into the same chair the Winter Queen inhabited not five minutes ago.  
 
    The Winter Queen. Shadow Queen and Summer Queen had all been characters in the fairytales, poems and stories I created as a child, from my dreams. The King of the Wild Hunt was a figure of terror who reaped souls on Samhain night. No matter how hypnotizing Elkaine was, there was no way I could allow myself to be entranced by him. There was only one problem, how could I to ignore the damned thread tying us together? I had to snap myself back to reality, or whatever the hell this reality was. 
 
    “Shh Natalie. Listen. I don’t know how to answer your questions. Not yet.” Elkaine reached to brush the tears from my cheeks with his thumb. “I promise you; I will discover whatever purpose our meeting holds. I too wish to know. Don’t cry.” 
 
    My tears stopped as my body reacts on its own to his touch. Desire swept over me; stronger than any I’d ever felt. Thoughts of being with him, exploring him, kissing him and feeling his hands run over my body flood into my mind.  
 
     “That’s better. Come, we must return to the Gala. My absence there will appear suspicious for such a long time.” Elkaine smiled like he knew exactly what was thinking. At any other time in my life a warm blush would have turned my cheeks a bright red, but somehow knowing he knew what I wanted only made me want it more.  
 
    I don’t even recognize myself. 
 
    I nodded and together, all three of us left to return to the crowds and the party. 
 
    While Elkaine and Albin mingled with the nobles, I returned to the kitchen where Liliana greeted me with a tight hug. “By the stars! I was worried something had happened to you. Are you okay?” 
 
    I nodded and moved to retrieve another tray to load with snacks for the guests. In the confines of the pantry, a shadow loomed in the doorway. I barely had time to react before the first blow hit me square across the face. 
 
    “You made me look like a fool. I regret ever purchasing,” The master said, raising his hand. He came out of nowhere. 
 
    Beyond him, my eyes pleaded for Liliana to help. She glanced at me, offered a nod and then left the kitchen. I’m not sure how she knew but before another blow could come Elkaine’s man Albin pulled the master away from me, throwing him across the room. 
 
    “You insult my king and you dare harm this innocent woman for something you have done. This woman is under the protection of the Wild Hunt.” The large leather-armored warrior pulled two knives from their resting place at his lower back.  
 
    Albin closed the distance between them, getting into the master’s face. “Any other offense will result in my tearing your soul from your body myself. Is this clear, Emissary?” 
 
    The master glared at me with so much hatred that I had to look away. He huffed at Albin, turned and stormed from the kitchen. 
 
    “Thank you, Albin,” I finally say brushing a loose strand of hair from my face. I am so tired of this place. It is not the place of my dreams at all. This place is a nightmare.  
 
      “Do not thank me. I despise anyone who treats a woman so despicably.” 
 
    “I want to go home so badly. Do you think you and Elkaine can really help me?” I asked. 
 
    Albin appears to wince. I realized I’ve broken some bizarre rule by mentioning Elkaine by name instead of by his rank.  
 
    I want to say something further, apologize for speaking out of turn, but a shadow moves across my peripheral vision. I turned my head in time to see someone departing from the back of the kitchen. Something about it did not feel right. I need to follow the shadow. If my life is truly in danger like Elkaine thinks, I could not sit idlily by and not help myself. 
 
    “I must return to the Gala. The Winter Queen will be addressing the Court. Do not worry, I will inform my King of what occurred here,” Albin said. 
 
    I assure him I’ll be okay, hating that I want him to leave. I need to find Liliana; I was not stupid enough to go after a strange shadow figure alone after all. 
 
    The she-elf is setting another tray, preparing it to go out when I placed my hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “Perhaps you should alert the guard. That does seem suspicious.” Liliana and I jumped nearly out of skin when a horrible scream comes from the back room. We ran to the source, finding our master lying in a pool of his own blood in the dark. 
 
    A shadow loomed over him. In its hands, we see what looks like two glistening blades. It looked at us and darted off into the darkness; too fast for us to see which way it truly went. 
 
    “Go back to the kitchen,” I tell Liliana. “You can’t be here when they find him. I’ll go find the King of the Hunt.”  
 
    When I got to the ballroom, the Winter Queen was addressing the Court as Albin said she would. I did not hear all of what she was saying because of the buzzing terror in my mind. From what I gathered, she was worried about an attempt on her life and the life the Summer Queen.  
 
    “It has indeed been a time of war. However, all three remaining Queens are willing to put our differences aside for the safety of the realm.” The Queen’s voice boomed into the hall, holding the attention of all the guests. 
 
    My eyes grew wide, stunned to see her beauty without the hindrance of the armoire.  
 
    Elkaine stood in the corner of the room with Albin close to his side. My legs grew weak, as my breath stalled. I had to get used to how my body reacted to him. 
 
    The image of a woman flashes across my eyes, her hair the color of autumn fire. A wave of sadness joins the memory as it fades.  
 
    What? What was that? 
 
    Cutting through the crowd, I made my way to Elkaine’s side. As if on its own, my hand reached to touch his arm. He looked down at me, his grimace fading to a brilliant smile. 
 
    “My lady,” he said, taking my hand and kissing it. I close my eye at the intimate contact, a sharp sizzle in my center takes the shape of desire. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your seeking me out?” 
 
    His hand reached for me; his thumb brushes my cheek where the master struck me. I winced at the sting. 
 
    “Who has struck you? I will have their head mounted on a pike.” Anger radiated out from Elkaine’s unlike any I’ve ever felt or seen. Albin whispered in Elkaine’s ear. “I want him dead. No one strikes the King of the Hunt’s mate.” 
 
    Mate?!  
 
    I shook my head, trying to return to some sense of focus. It took a moment for me to remember why I’ve looked for him. “He’s already dead.” I kept my voice to a whisper. 
 
    Albin and Elkaine’s eyes both widened. Elkaine took me by the arm, firm yet gentle and lead me out onto an empty balcony. 
 
    “What do you mean he is already dead?”  
 
    I told him what Liliana and I saw. He looked confused.  
 
    “Why the emissary? Why not the Queen or those in her entourage?” 
 
    I waited patiently while the two of them spoke quietly to each other. Liliana stumbled onto the balcony, her eyes were wild and unfocused.  
 
    “My Lord, King of the Hunt,” she said. “You must take Natalie away. The Guard believes she is the one who murdered the master.” 
 
    “What? Why do they think I did it?” I asked, terrified. 
 
    “One of the other servants saw what occurred between the two of you. Please, my King. I don’t wish to see my friend hurt.” 
 
    Elkaine ordered Albin to assemble the Hunt, they were leaving and taking me with them. 
 
    I begged him to take Liliana. “I don’t want them to think she’s guilty. She’s the only friend I have in your world.” I was not sure he would relent, but then he smiled. 
 
     “Very well. If the she-elf wishes to join us, she may. Hurry. We must leave quickly.” 
 
    I turned to Liliana to see her shaking her head. She won’t come. 
 
    “I must stay. I will be in a position where I can aid the Hunt in finding whoever committed this crime.” She smiled a coy smile, lowered her voice and continued. “He is the one the thread connects you too?” I nodded. “Then you are lucky. The King of the Hunt is rumored to be a good lover.” 
 
    My face heated. I hadn’t thought of Elkaine as a lover or a mate. If anything, he terrified me. 
 
    Despite wanting to stay and talk Liliana into coming with us, I let Elkaine lead me away. 
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    After a bout of difficulty, I took Natalie to where the rest of the Hunt waited. The horses were already prepared. 
 
    Out of the saddlebag, I removed a pair of the Autumn Queen’s hunting armor and gave it to Natalie. Why I kept it, I never understood until this moment when everything began to make sense. Natalie was vital to everything. I did not know why or what part she played in what was unravelling in the realm but in my heart and soul I knew she was the key to ending the war and my imprisonment. 
 
    She is in danger if anyone in the Courts learns of her and where she came from. They have not seen the other realm as I have and the Hunt has. I was already falling in love with her. It did not matter. If she did not return my affection, I vowed to myself I would not surrender until she did. 
 
    Natalie returned from changing and my heart stilled at how perfectly the armor and clothing hugged the curves of her body. She had put her hair up in some unique style, must be of her world, leaving only minor strands blowing in the breeze. 
 
    “You think it’s a bit too much? Revealing maybe?” Her cheeks reddened with blush, as she twirled in the armor. 
 
    “Not at all, my lady.” I shook my head, taking her hand and kissing her knuckles. Resisting the urge to pull her violently into my arms and claim her as my mate. 
 
    I helped her in the saddle of my steed, mounted and ordered the Hunt to ride with me. Our destination was the Sacred Grove where I could seek the wisdom of the Oaken King. 
 
    While we rode, I felt the warmth of Natalie’s body leaning against my own, along with something else, something that felt mysteriously like freedom. 
 
    Strange, the Shadow Queen’s hold. It’s weakening. 
 
    I slowed the Hunt’s pace, longing to learn more about Natalie if I was to pursue her. She was hesitant at first but soon warmed to me.  
 
    “I was a college student, studying to be a painter,” She said, then chuckled. “It’s weird. I’ve always had dreams of this place but now that I’m here, I’m scared.” 
 
    “I do not understand what college is, but there is no need to be afraid.” I do my best to comfort her. “Did the Wylde who brought you here tell you why?” 
 
    “They mentioned a prophecy?” Natalie said. “They said I could save “our King” and free “him” to restore order. Is that you?”  
 
    A warm sensation of trust and compassion flowed through me. It had been the same feeling I developed the moment Natalie walked into the main ballroom and bumped into me.  
 
    I did not know what I would do to protect her against being discovered by the other Queens but one thing I knew for certain, she was mine. I needed to make her my mate. 
 
    “I think so,” I replied. “We will find out for certain what they meant. The Oaken King is wise and has offered sage advice to the Hunt for many moons. If anyone can aid you, it is him.” 
 
    A smile brightened her face. I did my best to hide the heat rising inside from the smallest of her touches.  
 
    She asked me about myself. Her curiosity drawing her to questions many mortals would have asked had they continued their awareness of the old gods of the Celts. 
 
    “What does the Wild Hunt do?”. 
 
    I recalled tales of a time where we rode across the skies, harvesting souls of those who did not either join us or honor our presence. To the discerning ear, the howls of the hounds and the hoofbeats of our steads echoed.  
 
    “Feasts were held in our honor encouraging us to pass by. Songs of our ride rose from the mouths of the bards when the winter night grew coldest. Ceremonial fires burned high while circles of stone filled with druids uttering prayers to the King of the Hunt.” 
 
     “That sounds amazing. I feel like I’ve known you my whole life,” Natalie sighed. 
 
    Her words puzzled me as I was sure we had never met though I feel the same. 
 
    I instructed the rest of the Hunt to keep watch to prevent us from being attacked. It rarely happened but still we had with us precious cargo. Once such case involved my enslavement to the Shadow Queen. 
 
    Albin requested I make an exception and take him. “It would make me feel more at ease if you would let me accompany you.” 
 
     “Not this time, my friend,” I said, shaking my head. 
 
    In front of us, a passage constructed of trees with foliage thick enough to block out the sun stood as the doorway to our destination. I had walked it many times yet it still held the power to silence me.  
 
    Not a bird sang, nor a frog croaked, nor a cricket chirped. The forest knew this area was sacred. Only the flickering lights of a dancing wisp or sprite can be seen to guide us through the dark. 
 
    “How I wish I had my sketchbook. This would be a gorgeous painting.” Natalie whistled, a strange sound coming from a woman, her eyes taking in the majesty of the doorway.  
 
    I smiled, proud she was enthused and no longer scared. I saw a small glow moving towards us. A sprite no larger than my finger floated in our direction. Her fingers were long, crafted in the likeness of tree roots. Her feet had no toes but instead formed a single root. She lowered her beaded eyes, not uttering a word. 
 
    I returned the curt greeting. “Please direct us through the darkness, little one. It is of the utmost of importance we speak to He Who is Wisest.” 
 
    The sprite nodded then looked at Natalie. Her head tilting from side to side; her small eyes creased as she scratches her chin. 
 
    “She is with me and the reason I have come. Now I implore you,” I said, my voice urgent. 
 
    The sprite floated away from Natalie and proceeded to drift towards the gate, turning to gaze at us.  
 
     “I will keep you safe,” I said, taking Natalie’s hand. “Please, though, remain silent and keep your reverence in your heart. This is the home of an ancient god.” 
 
    I heard her swallow. She nodded and we followed the sprite. 
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Hours had passed when we finally arrived at the Grove where a giant Oak – its mammoth roots encircling the area – consumed and formed the sacred spot. A throne adorned in vines brought about by the passage of time sat at its base. 
 
    There were those familiar with the story of the Oaken King. Others who have forgotten the old ways would not recognize him. I knew him as the King before me, master of the wilds and Lord of the animals. 
 
    His son, the Horned God, took up his mantle as the King of the Wilds while I took his place as King of the Hunt. 
 
    Kneeling, my head to my chest, I addressed my King in the ancient tongue. “Lord of the Wilds, rival of the Holly King and master of animals, I seek thee now, thy ancient wisdom. Please allow me unto thy presence.” 
 
    The ground began to rumble. Upon the mighty oak’s trunk, a face began to take shape.  
 
    “King of the Hunt,” The voice was low and demanding. “Why do you come before me?” 
 
    “I come to seek thy wisdom. This woman, Natalie, has something about her which draws the attention of your Hunt and the Courts. Why is she important and to what end?” 
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    Elkaine knelt before the largest oak I’d ever seen. He said something in a language I did not understand, and a face appeared on the trunk.  
 
    My eyes widened to the I could feel the sting of the cold breeze drying them out. The two spoke to each other with Elkaine mentioning my name in English. 
 
    I sat down on a nearby stump to give some relief to my pounding feet. My eyes fell on the clothing I’m wearing. It still felt surreal. 
 
    I began to wonder if I was in a coma in a hospital somewhere after hitting my head when I fell into the ditch. In some ways I wished this was all a dream. 
 
    To hear Elkaine speak, that I was something special, something more than a human college student who did her best to paint and had no social life. 
 
    This is insane. My parents must be freaking out. There’s no way I’m some kind of mate to the King of the fricking Wild Hunt!  
 
    The idea of being anyone’s mate brought about a flush of heat on my cheeks. 
 
    Around me, the pressure started to lighten. The atmosphere switched from the darkness of the barely sunlit grove to a day lit with the brightness of the sun.  
 
    Elkaine vanished, replaced by a vision of him and the fire-haired woman lying amidst fallen leaves. I could not see their whole bodies but I could tell they weren’t clothed. 
 
    They spoke in the same language Elkaine used with the face in the tree. He caresses her cheek, kissing her and running his fingertips down her side. 
 
    I turned away, embarrassed. I should have been jealous, but I wasn’t. 
 
    They were in love. Real love.  
 
    Elkaine’s story he told me about the Wild Hunt was the beginning. I vowed to myself to learn more.  
 
    The image vanished, I opened my eyes and was back in the grove. Elkaine rose from kneeling, the tree no longer had a face. 
 
    The look on Elkaine’s face worried me but I didn’t dare to ask him what was wrong, it could wait until we crossed back through the doorway of trees. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    We arrived back joining the rest of the waiting Hunt. Albin greeted Elkaine and the two began to whisper. 
 
    Luckily, the loud growling of my stomach was enough to draw their attention. With a shy smile, I say, “Umm, any chance we can stop and get some food? I’m starving.” 
 
    It surprised me to find myself smiling when Elkaine began to laugh.  
 
     “You are most amusing. It has been centuries since I have laughed in such a manner. Yes, let us go. I know what must be done.” He threw back his head, still guffawing. The heel of his hand met his forehead. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It had been a long time since I rode a horse. When I turned three, my dad took me to ride those small ponies at the fair, the ones they led around on a metal wheel. 
 
    The horses of the Hunt were nothing like that. They were massive. Larger than stallions and twice as strong. 
 
    The riding combined with the thin material of the clothing I was wearing and my ass hurt worse than a cowboy on a cattle drive. 
 
    All around us, the terrain changed from the frozen tundra to a land colored with warm reds, oranges, fiery yellows, gentle purples and in some places, muted pinks. 
 
    The wind was still cool but nothing like the blistering winds of the place we came from. 
 
    I watched as deer ran alongside the horses. A stag cried out as if he was trying to talk to the horses. We left the open meadow full of what looked like wheat ready for the harvest. 
 
    To my untrained eye it looked like we were moving from winter to fall. 
 
    Elkaine lead the Hunt through the meadow and another patch of woods to a small inlet where he ordered them to set up camp.  
 
     “Let them prepare us for the night, there is something I must show you,” He said before turning to Albin. “Find us some game for the meal. I will return when the moon’s face is at her zenith.” 
 
    Albin appeared uncomfortable but I knew he trusted his King enough. The two of them were interesting to me. I wonder how long they’d known one another. 
 
    Elkaine helped me down from his horse, took a bow and a quiver full of arrows, held out his hand and asked me to follow him. 
 
    We walked through the woods until we reached a large Ash tree. I recognized it from the image I saw when Elkaine spoke to the Oaken King. 
 
    “I will teach you how to wield a weapon. You will need one by the time this is over,” He said, his voice soft. 
 
    I ran my hand over the knee of a giant root, letting my fingertips follow the rough curves, thinking about Elkaine’s hands on the woman from my vision.  
 
    “You loved her.” 
 
    The question took Elkaine by surprise. He moved toward me slowly. 
 
     “Why am I here? What do you want from me?” I decided it was time to learn more after what I saw in the grove.  
 
    Elkaine sighed, lowering his head and gesturing for me sit on a nearby stump. He chose to lean against the large curved root, arms crossed. The action squeezes the muscles under his leather breastplate.  
 
    The beauty of them brings the feeling of more warmth to me. I want to run my hands over them. My imagination lets me see my hands run down his shoulders, over his chest until I reached his hips then back up his back. 
 
    I imagined kissing, touching, and caressing him until he lead me to the forest floor, our bodies weaving together in heated love-making. 
 
    “You deserve to know the truth,” Elkaine’s voice snapped me back to reality. I can only hope he did not see me biting my lip or my heart thudding in my chest. 
 
    “It began centuries ago in your world, mere moons in mine. A forbidden love and the death of an innocent,” Elkaine says, beginning his story. 
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    There are only a select few who know the tale surrounding my fall. Yet, here I was revealing my greatest blunder to a woman not from this world. 
 
    I hid a smile watching how her body was reacting to being near me, wondering what it was she was thinking that would make her flush that beautiful color of pink. 
 
    “As you know, I am the King of the Hunt. It is my duty to not only keep the peace in the Courts but also to Hunt souls on the night of Samhain,” I began. 
 
    Natalie leaned into her hands; her eyes fixed on me. 
 
    “We returned from our yearly hunt for souls. To celebrate, we stopped to hunt and have a feast by firelight. I was in charge of finding the game. I did not know what I would find but nothing could have prepared me for whom I did.” 
 
    I recalled the event as it was yesterday. The Autumn Queen walked amidst the glow of the twilight hour, filling the woods with a song so sweet it lured my ears. 
 
    As King of the Hunt, I was bound by sacred law to remain neutral and forbidden to develop feelings for one of the elite Fae. However, I could not resist her. 
 
    My feet acted on their own, taking me ever closer. The Autumn Queen sat upon the limb of large red Maple. Her dress did little to hide her slender, elven form. 
 
    Her skin held the kiss of the color of honey, different from the paleness of the Queen of Winter of the deep olive of the Queen of Summer. 
 
    On her ears and brow she wore thin silver decorations adorned with leaves the color of her realm. Her hair radiated the color of fire. 
 
    My heart ran like a wild stallion within my breast. I dared to approach and requested to join her. 
 
    So began my descent. Our affections grew and blossomed into a taboo love more powerful than any I had known.  
 
    “I met her beneath this very tree every Samhain. Beneath this tree, I made love to her,” I said, ending my story. 
 
    “What happened?” Natalie’s eyes reminded me of a child whose parents gave them a trinket of great value. 
 
     “She was murdered. To this day, we do not know by whom or why. It is possible they are the same ones who killed the Emissary at the Gala. My heart ached upon finding the empty her empty throne after she was killed. That day set in motion the curse that had plagues me ever since. Shortly after, I was enslaved by the jealous Shadow Queen, whom I learned held a fondness for me, that I could not return.” I lowered my eyes. My brows furrowed, teeth grinding with the rising anger. 
 
    Tears formed in Natalie’s eyes. She stood and embraced me. I grinned at her sudden boldness. No one dared to take the King of the Hunt into such an embrace. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. But, I need to know why I’m here. I’m no Fae Queen, I’m just a college girl from a small town,” She said. “Your love for the Autumn Queen could not be the same as a love between you and me.”   
 
    “That is not so,” I replied, petting her hair, enjoying the smell of her. It reminded me of the Autumn Queen, confirming what the Oaken King revealed to me. “You are more. The key to my freedom and to restoring the peace in Faery.” 
 
    I knew it is time to share more of the story revealed to me by the Oaken King and how the mantles of the Courts function.  
 
    “The Queens are not chosen as they are in your world. Each one is chosen by the mantle they wear. When it is time for them to abdicate, the mantle is passed. How this is done was lost to us many centuries ago, yet we know it has to do with the old gods.” 
 
    I heard Natalie swallow her nerves, noticing the subtle twitching of her hands and the tremble of her lips. “You are first mortal to receive the Autumn Queen’s mantle.” 
 
    According to the Oaken King, this would also bring me my freedom since Natalie and I were bound together by more than the thread. I kept this information from her to avoid frightening her or adding any additional pressure. 
 
    She stood holding up her hands, a disturbed smile on her face. “Wait, hold on. You’re kidding, right? Are you really telling me I’m the Autumn Queen? That somehow this mantle as you call it, found its way to me?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Natalie began to pace, rambling about how impossible this all seemed. I could only imagine what she was feeling. It took me by surprise as well.  
 
    “So, what happens now?” 
 
    “I must oversee your safe passage to the Autumn Throne. You must claim the Queen’s palace and accept your role.” Sighing, I glanced at my crossed boots 
 
    “And how does this free you?” Natalie asked, perplexed. 
 
    I did not answer her question but rather moved on to tell her the Oaken King had given me a clue as to who might be behind all of the war, death and betrayal. 
 
     “Morrigan,” I said. 
 
    “Who?”  
 
    I had forgotten that Natalie was not of the realm. It was easy to do with her dressed in our clothing and Autumn Court armor. She was becoming so much a part of me, and so quickly. The name Morrigan would mean nothing to her. 
 
     “The Raven Queen who feeds on chaos, death and destruction. The blood littering the grounds of battle increases her power.” 
 
    With my hand, I gestured to the land around me. 
 
    “Once vibrant and radiant with the Autumn Queen’s power, this land now deceives those who venture from the other Courts. It appears beautiful yet the ground is poisoned with evil and vindictive ghosts and black magic. The Morrigan once ruled these lands when the WyldeFae battled for supremacy. Before the Veil, she struck deals with men seeking black magic and those wanting political power. The arrival of the Queens and the development of the Courts ended their reign.” 
 
    Natalie sat back down, cradling her head with her hands. Whimpers escaped loud enough for me to hear.  
 
    I knelt next to her to take one of her hands. Within my large hands, hers were dwarfed. It wounded my heart to see her in such distress. 
 
    “Listen, my lady. We have known one another for very little time, true, but I feel I have known you for much longer. I won’t allow anything to harm you, I give you my word.” 
 
    Natalie looked up, allowing me to cradle her face and move in to kiss her. She was shocked at first then relaxed, allowing her hands to wrap around my neck. I sank into her, her lips soft and welcoming. She tasted of sweetness, innocence  
 
    and relief. 
 
    My tattoos began to emanate their magic but it was not the Shadow Queen’s. I grimaced at the sudden onset of the pain as the power of the Hunt overtook the bonds. A sound resembling shattering glass filled my ears, as the dark spell broke and was replaced by the magic of the Wild Hunt, returning my own power to me.  
 
    It was an intensity strong enough to bring me to my hands and knees. Natalie knelt next to me, rubbing my back and whispering words of comfort. 
 
    “I,” I said, winded, followed by a chuckle. “I’m free. Her influence is gone.” 
 
    Experiencing the fresh air of freedom fills me with joy and draws me to my feet. I scoop Natalie into my arms and twirl her around. She smiles and stifles her laughter. I knew she could not know what it meant to me to be free of the bonds put on me by another, but I owed the woman from across the Veil my very life.   
 
    Though I desired to make the Shadow Queen pay for all she had done, my status would not allow me to break the balance of Fae. 
 
    “Was it so bad?” Natalie asked. “The influence of the Shadow Queen?”  
 
    “The Shadow Queen was fascinated with me,” I began. “But her fascination was not pure, she lusted after the power of the King of the Hunt. She sought to use me and the Hunt to win this evil war, and gain control of the Autumn Court, this would have upset the balance of the Fae, when I refused she enslaved me to her will. Breaking her spell means more to me and my men than you could ever realize.” I set Natalie down and ran my finger along her jaw. It impressed me that such a small, beautiful woman held the power to release me from centuries of pain. 
 
    “What will you do?” Natalie asked as if she truly cared, and in my soul, I knew she was sincere. Her curiosity warming my warrior heart.   
 
    “I will pay her a visit on the night of Samhain, send her mantle to the winds for breaking the sacred law and allow a new heir to come forth.” 
 
    I feel the power, hear the hounds and the call of the souls I have yet to reap. 
 
    Natalie backs away from me, shuddering. 
 
    “Shh, it is alright. You have set me free, Natalie. Thank you.”  
 
    “I’m not used to such power,” she said. “It’s all too much.”  
 
    I reached for her, delighted when she tentatively took my hand. I pulled her close, needing to comfort her in the only way my heart knew how.  
 
    “Natalie” I whispered her name reverent on my lips. I dropped my head to hers and our foreheads touched. The feeling between us quickly evolved into something new and as necessary to me as the very breath I took into my lungs.   
 
    Our lips met in a passionate kiss. My hands ran down her sides as I grabbed her waist and pulled our bodies closer. I moved her with my body so that her back was pressed against the ancient tree. My body reacting violently to the closeness with hers, her breasts soft and supple against my chest as my erection sprang to life. The heat between us made it hard for me to keep control of my desire but I did not want to scare her. I pulled my mouth from hers, and trailed feather light kisses along her jaw line.  
 
    “Elkaine,” she moaned wrapping her fingers through my hair. At the sound of my name on her lips I moved back to capture her mouth again, tasting her with my tongue, growling when she met me stroke for stroke with her own. I needed Natalie as I needed breath. I wanted to possess her fully, and have her possess me.  
 
    The sound of footfalls rapidly approaching breaks the spell. I pull away from Natalie, instinctively standing between her and whatever is coming. I turn prepared for a fight only to see Albin running toward us, his breathing heavy, his eyes hot and ready for battle.  
 
    “She is here! The Shadow Queen rides towards us!” 
 
     I cursed in the tongue of the Fae.   
 
    “My hounds, have they returned?” 
 
    Albin smiled a devilish smile. “They are on their way.” 
 
    “Good. Then let us greet our former Queen and see how she deals with the Hunt at its most powerful.” I close my eyes summoning the magic long dormant that Natalie had reawakened in me, allowing the dark plated armor of the Hunt to manifest over the weak leather armor of the Shadow Queen. My helmet had returned and covers my head. I felt powerful once again. 
 
    It appeared I would be dispatching the treacherous Queen much earlier than I expected. I was not disappointed in the least. 
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    When Albin appeared he looked ready for battle. I could not hear what they discussed because my mind was still spinning from my kiss with Elkaine. My heart pounded so hard and fast; it was dizzying. 
 
    I immediately missed the hard feel of Elkaine. In my whole life I had never been kissed like that. Something between us changed, I could trust him, yet somewhere inside I became confused about what I really wanted. The longer I’m with Elkaine, the more I see myself in a life here, with him. But I am still not of this place. I am human, if I stayed with Elkaine and started a life with him, would I be able to ever go home again? Would I be able to visit my parents or was my old life completely lost to me? 
 
    Did anyone back home even realize I was missing? How much time had truly passed since I came to this place? A small part of me still thought I must be dreaming. I felt like Dorothy in the Land of Oz. Up was down, down was up. The only thing that truly felt real in this place was the danger I was up against and Elkaine. 
 
    I could not help how I was feeling. My heart pulled with the silver thread and I knew he and I were meant to be. Fairy tales always made love look so easy. Princesses left their lives behind to start anew with their princes. But they often had lives that sucked a whole lot more than mine. 
 
    Elkaine looked so different to me as the magical plated armor replaced the leather. Helmet and shield appeared out of thin air and he appeared ready and waiting for it. It gave him an air of intimidation. It did not faze me for reasons I didn’t completely understand. It comforted me in light of the words he shared and the story he told. Our intimacy had increased. 
 
    He approached me, removing his helmet. On one side of his face, the tattoos glowed a radiant harvest orange. The rings of his eyes were the same color as his body and his simple presence filled the air around us with a powerful force. 
 
    I expected fear, intimidation and terror but felt none of those.  
 
    This must what the Autumn Queen felt. I thought. Having such a powerful man crave her. 
 
     “Elkaine, I need to know,” I said allowing doubt to creep in. “Do you see me or the Autumn Queen when you look at me?” 
 
    His silence was torture. Elkaine and Albin exchanged looks then he returned his attention to me and smiled.  
 
    “The thread that binds me is for you, my lady. Once my heart may have belonged to her, but now it is yours.” 
 
    I let out my held breath. I knew I could trust what he said as truth and I took his hand as we returned to the horses. 
 
    I was not sure what was going on but Elkaine appeared to be waiting. His hand rested on the sword at his hip, the other gingerly cradling my waist. 
 
    The sounds of howling broke through the whispers on the breeze, filling my nostrils with the scent of fall flowers and some kind of berry or fruit. It reminded me of being a little girl, raking leaves with my dad before running and jumping headlong into the gathered piles. 
 
    “They’re coming,” Elkaine said with a smile on his face. 
 
    “Who?” I raised a brow then turned towards the opposite side of the meadow. My eyes widened.  
 
    Dogs. Large dogs. Hundreds of them ran across the meadow towards us. They looked like the wolf-dogs I’d encountered when I worked at the pound. I loved them. They always took the blame for being monsters when they clearly weren’t. 
 
    As these dogs come to a stop before the Hunt. I saw each had a thick tongue and large fangs protruding from blackened lips, dripping with saliva. 
 
    Elkaine stepped forward, meeting the largest dog in front. The two stared at each other until the dog lowered his head and Elkaine fell to a knee to take its face in his hands. He started to laugh, acting like a child who had found a lost pet. 
 
    I tried to hide a laugh of my own at how cute he looked. Who could’ve imagined someone capable of terrifying the masses could look like a any regular boy with his dog? 
 
    Elkaine stood. “These are my hounds. They departed when the Shadow Queen’s hold on me took place. With them returned to me, I will reap my vengeance.” 
 
    “Vengeance?” I began to protest only to be stopped by Albin. 
 
    “There are things you will learn should you become his true mate. The King of the Wild Hunt is not like the mortals of your world. His mate has her place and she must know it,” He warned. 
 
    “What do you mean, my place?” I swallowed the knot in my throat. 
 
    “The Laws permit the Hunt to remain neutral. Though we respect them, the Courts hold no sway over what we do. In a way, we keep the peace in the Courts by making sure no one Court outweighs the power of another. 
 
    “As our King’s mate, Queen or not, the two of you would need to rely on respect. As Queen, in the presence of your Court, the King would act accordingly to not tarnish your image. However, amidst the Hunt, your role as Queen means nothings and his word is law.” 
 
    “The Laws permit the Hunt to remain neutral. Though we respect those laws, the Courts hold no sway over what we do. In a way, we keep the peace within the Courts by ensuring no one Court outweighs the power of another. 
 
    “As our King’s mate, Queen or not, the two of you would need to rely on respect. As Queen, in the presence of your Court, the King would act accordingly to not tarnish your image. However, amidst the Hunt, your role as Queen means nothing and his word is law.” He crossed his arms, shifting his weight. The magic armor whined and buckled beneath his massive muscles.  
 
    I suddenly felt confused and had to remind myself I knew so little about the world of Fae.  
 
    Man, my dreams got so many things wrong.  
 
    The sound of hoofbeats beating against the ground turned my attention back to the meadow. Elkaine’s hounds turned and snarled at the approaching party. 
 
    “Ready yourselves. I know not if she plans to battle,” Elkaine commanded, mounting his horse. To me he said, “Stay here. I’ll leave two of my hounds to guard you. None will dare approach.” 
 
    “Should I have a weapon?” I asked. He looked at me surprised, before reaching into his boot and handing me a long dagger.  
 
    “Do you know how to use it, my lady?” He asked. The sternness in Elkaine’s voice made me jump. It was not the same as the gentle voice he used with me earlier. But I was determined to show him I was made of tougher stuff than he had seen so far. 
 
    “I’ve handled a thug or two back home. I’ll be fine.” I gave him a smile and a wink. There was no way I was going to sit back with his dogs and wait to be rescued. 
 
    The two hounds sat next to me following their King’s command. I wanted to go with him to see who was approaching but Albin’s glare of warning kept me where I was. Still I watched from where I sat, dagger in hand.  
 
    I looked across the meadow at the remaining riders of the Hunt. None of them looked at me, keeping their sights firmly on their King. Unease was making them restless, their horses shifting uneasily from side to side. 
 
    A pair of the visitors: A woman with beautiful hair the color of midnight, dressed in female riding clothes and a man holding a flag rode up to Elkaine and Albin in the middle of the field. Another Queen. Was this the Shadow Queen that had enslaved Elkaine? Could she know her spell was broken? Anger began to bubble inside me. I wanted to rip her throat out. How dare she use magic to trap Elkaine. He was not hers. The ferocity of my emotions scared me, but only because I was learning so much about myself.   
 
    I’d been in this place for a short time and already I’d been labeled some sort of an heir to a throne, met and became the mate of the King of the Wild Hunt and managed to piss off three Queens. 
 
    In retrospect, I supposed it would be considered worthy of a medal or four somewhere in this place, right?  
 
    It is alright. A gentle voice broke through my thoughts as I felt a soft brush of what felt like gentle fingertips across my face. He is a terrifying force but a gentle lover. Unite with him. Seal your bond and none shall defeat you. 
 
    I recognized the voice from one of my earlier visions. It was the Autumn Queen; she was doing something to my body. My thighs drew together forcing me to sit as a strong feeling of desire coursed through me. It confused me but somehow, I knew I could trust what she was trying to show me.  
 
    It was a truth I knew I had to face. I wanted Elkaine. I wanted him for my own. I desired him. I knew it would happen eventually, I just never thought it would happen after watching him in the heat of battle. 
 
    Unite with him. Tonight beneath the maple. The Queen’s voice prodded me over and over. 
 
    Finally, I relented. “Okay,” I said aloud, surprised at how easy it was to admit what I truly wanted. 
 
    Beside me the mammoth hounds huffed, obviously wanting to be at the front lines with their masters yet they remained vigilant. Their eyes never wavered from the meeting going on in the middle of the meadow. 
 
    Somehow, I could feel Elkaine as if I were inside of him.  
 
    After what seemed like hours, Elkaine’s horse reared its massive hooves, and with one swift and sudden swing of his sword he beheaded the Queen’s messenger. 
 
    My hands draw up to my mouth and I fell to my knees. I’d never seen anyone killed in my life. Elkaine did it so easily. 
 
    Elkaine shouted a piercing battle cry and the Hunt launched forward to meet the small army the Queen has brought with her. I stifled my shock. 
 
    I had found myself in the midst of a battle, unable to do anything to help. Without a second thought, I rose from the root of the tree where I sat and launched into a sprint towards the fight. 
 
    Stop!  
 
    I froze when the voice of one of the hound’s sharp voice pierced through my mind. He maneuvered his large body between me and the battle.  
 
    To defy his will is death. We know who you are, Lady of the Autumn Lands. We beg of you to return to the edge of the woods. 
 
    My breath came hard and heavy from my chest. Tears of anger began streaming down my cheeks for the Queen who enslaved Elkaine and made him break his neutrality. I was angry but I was also overcome with sorrow at seeing them fight. 
 
    It didn’t take long before the Hunt left the meadow strewn with bodies. I tried again in vain to side-step one of the hounds. It snarled, a warning not to try anything else. 
 
    Was this really where I was supposed to be? All of my bravery from a moment ago was forgotten. I wanted to go home, get into my bed and throw the covers over my head and pretend this was all a bad dream. The reality of battle was much harder to face than the idea of the fight.  
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    My heart pounded in anticipation of the battle to come. Being able to perform the duties handed to me by the old gods and goddesses made my blood run hot. 
 
    Natalie was safe with the rest of the Hunt and two of my hounds. I did not fear for her safety.  
 
    The Queen rode forward with one of her soldiers. Her horse, dwarfed by the size of mine, whinnied, anxious. Her features were deformed into an ugly anger as she glared at me. 
 
    “My King, it is good to see you again in all of your full glory.” She dared let her lusting eyes run over my body, licking her lips with the filthy images I knew were within her mind. “I come now to settle a score.” 
 
    Albin growled beside me echoing my own sentiments about our meeting. 
 
    “You broke the sacred law by enslaving me, Shadow Queen. As such, it is my duty and right to make you pay for your transgressions,” I said. 
 
    She laughed but it did not hide the subtle tremble in her voice. The hounds around my horse grew anxious at the smell of her fear. I battle wanting to let them rip her apart against the fairness of entertaining her parlay. 
 
    “My King, my life is indeed forfeit, but I do not regret what I have done. You also have broken sacred law by giving your heart and body to the Autumn Queen. You do so again by protecting an outsider from the wrath of the Courts.” 
 
    My teeth clenched behind closed lips. “How dare you utter foul words regarding the new heir to the Autumn throne. I am charged by the Oaken King himself to take her to her realm and sit her on the throne.” 
 
    Those words angered the Shadow Queen. She cries out, “I will never honor an outsider on the throne of one of our Courts! To do so defiles Fae!” 
 
    Rage lead me to pull the reins of my horse, causing him to rear, terrifying the smaller steed.  
 
    The Queen’s guard took his Queen’s place and as my sword fell, the Fae’s head was torn from his body. 
 
    “Wretch! Traitor!!” The Queen screamed. “I will end you and that foolish mortal. The Autumn Throne will remain empty in the name of the Raven Witch!” 
 
    My eyes widened. “I should have known you would be the one. You killed the Autumn Queen!” 
 
    A demented smile curled across her lips. “Yes, it was I. She had no right to you. You, a King who bathes the land in blood, belongs to the darkness. I am the Shadow Queen, if you were to break your vow for anyone it should have been me!” 
 
    My rage continued throughout the rest of the battle as one guard after another moved to protect his Queen.  
 
    “Take them!” I called out, joined soon by the rest of the Hunt. They make quick work of the Queen’s entourage. 
 
    Her horse threw her from its saddle. I leaped down from mine closing in on the treacherous monarch.  
 
    “Please, Elkaine. You can’t truly mean to kill me.”  
 
    Her pleas fell on deaf ears. My sword found its mark, severing her head from her shoulders. It happened so quickly I could barely believe it was real. It was over. Her reign of secrets, lies, and terror was over.  
 
    Now the mantle may pass to one who will keep the sacred laws. I thought, eager to return to Natalie’s side, my mate. 
 
    The rest of the Hunt finished the remaining Shadow Fae and joined me in our return to where Natalie waited. 
 
    “What is wrong, my lady?” I saw she was upset, her eyes looking not at me, but at the ground. The hounds met my gaze then lowered their eyes.  
 
    Natalie shook her head. I instructed Albin to take the rest of the Hunt away, so my mate and I may speak alone. He was hesitant yet yielded and departed. 
 
    I joined Natalie on the thick root of the tree. We remained quiet for a few moments before she began speaking. 
 
    “Why did you kill her?” She asked. Her voice betraying her sadness. 
 
    “That is the law of this land. To break sacred law is to surrender one’s life. It is how balance is kept and war is often avoided,” I replied. “You will come to know this in time.” 
 
    Natalie’s fists gripped her knees, trembling. “And me? Am I supposed to bend to your will whenever we’re alone? Is that all I’ll be to you? Just something you can order around?” 
 
    “Ah, so Albin mentioned your role as my mate, did he?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    I sighed. In the midst of everything I had yet given thought to Natalie’s arrival and what it would mean to have her as my mate, for her as well as me. She would need to learn our laws and what they would mean to our relationship. I had no desire to subjugate her. 
 
    “We will do what must be done when the time comes. I will not lie, there will be certain respects you must give to me, as there are certain respects I must give to you. It will be strange but in time, we will work through the challenges.” 
 
    My words appeared to placate her. Her eyes glistened with remaining tears. 
 
    I brushed a strand of hair away from her face, admiring the beauty of her eyes and the warmth of her skin. 
 
    My heart raced as it did during an intense hunt. I gritted my teeth against the hardening length between my legs. I desired her and I wanted bind her to me, as was customary. But I would not, not until she was ready. It burned me to have to wait. To avoid rushing her into something she was not ready for and risk driving her away, scared me. 
 
    All of my fear faded when Natalie reached for my face and took my lips with hers in a deep kiss. Her tongue slipped past my lips, begging to taste me.  
 
    Her boldness shocked me at first, but only for a moment. I breath in her scent, surrounding myself with her sweetness. I let my hands pull her closer. The spice of Autumn flooded my senses reminding me of the mulled cider we drink on Samhain when the Wickerman burns. 
 
    As our kiss deepened I knew my desire would soon not be able to be stopped. I pulled away; my breath hastened. “My lady,” I said between gasps. “You challenge my control. If this goes any further, I will be unable to stop.” 
 
    Natalie’s half-lidded eyes met mine. “Then lose control. I don’t want to stop.” 
 
    Her words calmed any concern I might have had, shattering my resolve to take things slowly. I lifted her and sat her upon me, her legs gripped my waist, struggling against the plated armor to catch hold. 
 
    I took her to the tree where the Autumn Queen and I made love once but that was so long ago. This is different, I thought as I laid Natalie amongst the leaves. Her smile shining bright as the sun, her longing eyes burrowed into mine as she gave me the slightest, sweetest nod. 
 
    “Don’t you get hot with all that armor on?” Natalie asked with a lusty giggle. 
 
     Human ways and sarcasm still felt foreign to me, but I was quickly learning. I let myself smile at her comment, not knowing what else to really do or say. I unlatched my plated armor allowing it to fall to the ground with a thud, followed soon by the first layer of the leather armor beneath it. 
 
     “Looks like I’m going to be teaching you some things too.” 
 
    I blink wide-eyed, curious, yet somehow disturbed by her statement. I let it go in lieu of the throbbing need in my groin. 
 
    Above us, the tree leaves whispered in the language of the Fae. Birds, squirrels and other animals bow their heads in reverence as I removed Natalie’s clothing. 
 
    She shivered in the chilled wind, she moved to cover herself, but I used my warm hands to rub her body.  
 
    “Let me look at you.”  
 
    She let her guard down and revealed her perfect, pert breasts , pink nipples budded not from the cool air, but rather from the desire I saw in her eyes.  
 
    Perfect. I thought with a grin. Taking one of the formed peaks in my mouth, toying with the taut bud with my tongue and teeth. 
 
    Natalie’s chest rises and falls in shorter increments as her desire increases. To encourage her, I began kissing between her beautiful breasts to her collarbone, allowing my tongue to taste her flesh. 
 
    A small gasp prompts me to go further, laying soft kisses along her neck and jaw. My hand cups her face, tilting her head to allow me to nip her ear and breath hot I whispered. “Let your King pleasure you, my Queen. Let me place my hunt at your feet for as long as the gods allow it.” 
 
     “Yes…” Her voice the most pleasurable thing I could have ever heard. Her hands found the straps fastening my shirt, releasing them, leaving my chest bared to her. 
 
    She likes what she sees. Her nails fondle the muscles of my chest, down my sides to the top of my trousers. 
 
    My body dwarfed hers beneath me, passing a heat so intense between us that sweat beaded on her beautiful mounds. I return to her breasts, taking another nipple into my mouth, sucking, biting, licking and teasing.  
 
    My hands find the straps of her pants. They do not last. I made quick work of them, removing them and tossing them aside. 
 
    Any remaining confusion or fear between Natalie and I is swept aside when the silver thread appears between us. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    Thirteen 
 
    Natalie 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elkaine’s touch sends white hot flame through my entire being. The inferno radiating from his body makes sweat bloom on my breasts, stomach and brows. I can’t remember the last time a man made me feel this way. 
 
    Surprisingly, I had to leave my world to find one whom I could see myself spending my life with. All doubt and fear leave my mind the more his hands explore every part of me. 
 
    His hand gently moves lower caressing me between my legs, hitting every sacred spot, places up until now I did not know existed within me Elkaine found and pleasured, making me gasp.  
 
    His mouth tasted my breasts, teased my nipples and licked the sweat between my breasts down my belly. I wanted him inside me but he made it difficult for me to reach his pants to pull them away. 
 
     “Stay with me, my Queen,” he whispered. “Let me pleasure you. I will be all you could ever desire.” 
 
    My nails roamed over his shoulders, down his arms to return again to his shoulders and the rippling muscles of his shoulder blades.  
 
    Try as I might, I could not fight the urge to grip his skin with my nails. The ornate tattoos decorating his body emanated a soft glow. 
 
    “Why do they glow?” I asked, panting, trying to distract myself from the pleasure of his touch. 
 
    “It’s my magic reacting to the passion I feel for you, Queen.”  
 
    Our mouths met and I answered the begging of his tongue, tasting the wild oak, ash and chill of the air. 
 
    “Please,” I whispered. I wanted him, needed him, craved him. I wanted to beg him to stop the teasing and claim me as his. 
 
    Elkaine moved one hand to free himself from the bonds of his pants, leaving him bare, his erection finally free of its constraints.  
 
    I swallow, wondering if I’ll be able to take all of him. He was lovely, but massive. I was awestruck with desire.   
 
    He smiled as if reading my thoughts. “Just breathe, my treasure. For I wish to enjoy you as we become one.” 
 
    The wetness at my opening sending shocks through me. I’m no virgin, I’ve had sex before but it was as a rebellious teenager with a boy I thought loved me. Never had I experienced the all-consuming need and heat that Elkaine was drawing out of my body.  
 
    Pleasure-mixed pain as he slowly, thoughtfully entered me brought tears to my eyes. It was ecstasy mixed with pinching agony. I began to wonder if I was sadistic for enjoying it despite the tears. 
 
    “You are perfect,” Elkaine whispered as he pushed himself all the way inside me. He stilled. “I will give you a moment. Making love to a Fae King as a mortal can be trying. Your body must embrace my magic as well as my length and girth.” 
 
    It was true, but something else coursed through me. A gentle hum I could feel within my blood. My body began to relax, making handling the King of the Hunt a bit easier, but I wanted all of him. 
 
    “Please, Elkaine, more…” I begged, needing to feel him move inside me. His lifeblood and magic only serving to increase my desire.  
 
    He kissed the base of my throat, his voice a purr. “That is good. As I move, move your body with mine. Let us dance together while we make love.” 
 
    Make love. The words echoed in my mind. They weren’t the same as I’ve heard in the movies or read in the novels back home. When Elkaine says them, I felt the love he wanted to give to me. 
 
    Elkaine whispered words in his native tongue into the hollow of my throat. 
 
    “What do they mean?” I asked, our bodies moving together, allowing him more access to my aching body. 
 
    “My mate, my mate, thou art mine. My life forever to thee, my heart forever thine.” He replied. “They mean I love you more than life. A promise of bonding.” 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest at the power his words held. “Teach me,” I asked him, wanting to repeat the loving words in his own tongue. 
 
    The King’s eyes grow wider, with a crooked grin, he smiled down at me. His hips moved slowly. In and out, in and out hid thrusts as graceful as any dance. 
 
    “Let me fill you, and I will gladly teach you,” Elkaine replied, arching his body. The movement forced his length within me as far as he could. He cried out as he found his release, sending his seed into me. 
 
    I could no longer hold on to my own release, I join his cries as I come.  
 
    To avoid falling on top of me, Elkaine moved to lie beside me. I could feel the desire that remined from love ebbing away leaving in its wake an emotion I was not ready to name. I rolled onto my side to face him. 
 
    “That was amazing,” I said, still hot and panting like a dog. 
 
    “It will not be the last time, my Queen,” He replied. “We are bonded heart, body and soul. I will teach you the words, for I long to hear them in your melodious voice.” 
 
    I chuckled at his calling my voice “melodious.” No one at home ever complimented me, not like Elkaine. 
 
    Hours pass as Elkaine tried to teach me his language. We both laughed at how many times I got it wrong.  
 
    At one point, I thought he told me his head looked like a melon or something along those lines. 
 
    I’m so comfortable with him. It’s like I’ve known him for years. The truth was, I had. He was the man in my painting. 
 
    Now I knew why. I was meant to meet him. I did not believe in fate or anything like that but upon meeting Elkaine, I was quickly becoming a convert. What else could it be if not fate? 
 
    Finally, I was able to repeat the words he taught me. The smile it brought to his face shone bright as the moon above our heads.  
 
    My body still sang with his magic, my thighs sticky with what remained of our love.  
 
    Elkaine moved us beneath the tree until our bodies meshed perfectly together. His hard abdomen pressed against my butt, revealing he was already beginning to harden again. His lips kissed my ear, his hand guided my leg up to allow him access to my body. I gladly give it to him moaning as he slides in and out of me. 
 
    For so long, I thought the sex with my first boyfriend was the best I’d ever had. Now I knew I was wrong. 
 
    After he’s finished, Elkaine slid my leg back down as if he never moved it. “I love you,” he whispered in his native tongue. 
 
    I smiled and fell asleep in his arms, overjoyed I took the Autumn Queen’s advice and let him take me beneath the tree. 
 
    The following morning I woke sore and feeling like I needed to bathe. My body was tight and my hair a matted mess against the leaves I used as a pillow. 
 
    Groaning, I rose, my hand cradling the side of my head against a dull, pounding headache. It felt like I’d had too much alcohol. Gah, is this what magic hangover feels like. Dunno if I’ll ever get used to this. 
 
    One of the Hunt sat on his steed, eyes focused in front of him. Two of the hounds patrolled around his feet.  
 
    When he turned, I asked, “Where’s Elkaine?” 
 
    The Huntsman said nothing but gestured with his head toward the forest. I took it to mean the rest of them had gone hunting, leaving me to sleep under the watchful guard of my silent sentry. 
 
    Careful to cover myself, I stood. “Do you have a name?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Wow, you guys don’t talk much, do you?”  
 
    What else do you say to someone who doesn’t speak?  
 
    “I’ll call you Quill if that’s okay. Then when you decide to stop playing cold shoulder, I’ll call you by your real name. Deal?” 
 
    Quill huffed. 
 
    “Good then. I need to take a bath. Any streams around here or something? How do you guys stay clean?” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    Quill began to turn but I quickly wave him away, not wanting him to stare at me with nothing on but what equated to a coat covering my naked body. 
 
    “Just tell me, will you?” 
 
    Quill dropped from his horse, walked past me, avoiding looking at me and gestured with his hand for me to follow him. I took the rest of my clothes and went with him, convinced I had made my point. 
 
    I had no idea how nakedness or having someone else see you naked worked in Fae but as far as I was concerned, no one but Elkaine would see me nude. 
 
    We walked until we reached a stream with a waterfall perfect for a shower. I thanked Quill who walked only a few feet away before plopping down on a rock facing away from me. 
 
    The water felt cool on my skin and strangely clean. It was almost as if the falls themselves were filled with magic. All around birds sang in the Autumn colored trees yet their songs sounded sad. 
 
    I hear trees whisper songs of their own in a tune much like the birds. They must miss her, I thought. 
 
    In a sudden rush, the songs grew silent and Quill was up on his feet. I knew by the tension in his body something was wrong. 
 
    Cries of ravens echoed, replacing the soft tunes of the birds. A shadow descended all around us. I felt nauseated, hurrying to get out of the water and get dressed, ignoring how wet I was. 
 
    “What’s going on, Quill.” He remained silent but drew his sword when a thick swarm of ravens rammed into him hard enough to knock him into the rock side and onto the ground.  
 
    “Quill!” I cried out, scared he had been hurt or worse. 
 
    “Calm yourself, my dear,” A woman’s voice sounded from within the birds. “I believe it is time you and I meet face to face.” 
 
    “Elkaine!!” I called out as the ravens used their claws to lift me from the ground. “Quill!” It was no use; I was swallowed into a swarm.  
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     “We must make haste. Something in the air grows foul. I do not wish to leave my mate unguarded for too long a time.” 
 
    The Hunt followed me through the forest. Immediately, I knew my concern was warranted. No game animal roamed in the trees. No squirrels, birds, or rabbit scuttled across the foliage or flew through the air. 
 
    I recognized the presence permeating the forest, the ground, and the very sky. “She is near. We cannot linger.” 
 
    My fear was realized when we found ourselves surrounded by beasts of the realm of night and the land of death. 
 
     “They do not wish us to return. Our way is blocked. Your orders, my King?” Albin rode up to my side, his sword unsheathed. 
 
    If what Albin said was true, then these fiends were but a distraction. My breath stilled at the idea of my mate in danger.  
 
    Morrighan created fear in the hearts of the Fae. The formation of the Courts stripped her of most of her influence, driving her into the shadows beyond even the realm of the Shadow Queen. 
 
    Offerings of blood, crops and of other unmentionable nature were given to her in order to earn her favor. Her rage shook the world of Fae when the Summer and Winter Queens banished her to what was known in our world as the Barren lands. 
 
    They lay on the edge of the Autumn realm and for centuries the armies of the Autumn Queen held them at bay. Once she died, the Barren lands crept passed her borders, their wicked magic permeating life on the fringes of the kingdom. 
 
    “Albin,” I said with utmost concern. “My mate is in danger. Have the Hunt hold these monsters here.” 
 
    “My King,” He began in protest. 
 
    “Now! I will not leave her unprotected!” My words shocked my lieutenant. I let my eyes soften. “Please, my friend. I need you to do this for me. She is my heart and soul.” 
 
    Albin sighed but offered a slight nod.  
 
    My horse reared, turning on its back hooves then dropping to the ground in a strong gallop. The steady pressure announcing the Raven Queen’s arrival grew the closer I got to the edge of the forest. 
 
    Lysander was one of my most formidable Hunters. During the battle against the forces of the Barren lands the first time they attempted to take the Autumn realm; he felled many foes. 
 
    To some he was known as the Lion of the Hunt, the King’s most powerful soldier. I chose him to watch over Natalie knowing he would be able to defend her against any foe. 
 
    However, I could not have expected the arrival of the Raven Queen, but knew I should have  
 
    I arrived at the tree where I left Natalie slumbering amidst the leaves to find her gone. 
 
    Cursing, I dismounted. My horse had grown uneasy because of the magic in the air.  
 
    Sinking to my haunches, I saw tracks belonging not only to Lysander but to my hounds and Natalie. They lead me through the forest to a stream connected to a waterfall. A small pond formed at the base of the falls, the perfect venue to bathe. 
 
    My mind drifted to visions of Natalie’s sinewy body glistening from the silver waters flowing over her form. The thought of her, innocently bathing in the fresh clear waters of her realm drove me wild.  
 
    When I did not see her and the tracks suddenly ended, worry gripped my heart. A subtle moan from the brush attracted my attention and I followed the sound until I saw Lysander lying amidst the thorny bush. 
 
    “By the Horned God,” I said, kneeling and taking in my companion’s condition. “Lysander, tell me what happened. Where is my mate? Where are my hounds?” 
 
    “Forgive me, my King. I have failed you.” Lysander rubbed his head with the heel of his hand, his eyes squeezed shut from the injury on the side of his head.  
 
     “No, old friend. Now tell me. What has happened?” I shook my head. 
 
    Lysander recounted what occurred. He spoke of a cloud of shadowed ravens swirling in the air around him. They struck him with the force of a rampaging boar, throwing him into the rock side. He told me he was dazed yet tried to stand, draw his sword and fight back to protect Natalie. 
 
    My hounds, he said, have suffered unfortunate deaths. I hissed. The loss of any of the Hunt, man or beast was hard to take.  
 
    “And, my mate?” I asked. 
 
    “Taken, my King.” He lowered his head, shoulders dropping.  
 
    The rage I felt hearing his words forced magic through me. It grew to such a ferocity; it caused my tattoos to create a light of their own.  
 
    From past experiences and the heat I felt in my eyes, I knew the rings were present as well. 
 
    My plated armor manifested itself, the helmet obstructing the view of my face. The reflection of the plates covering my eyes gave me a view of something I had never experienced.  
 
    All whites and both pupils within my eyes have been replaced by the blue of my magic. I rose, staring down at Lysander. “Where has this monster taken my mate?” 
 
    Lysander pointed to the north, beyond the realm of the Autumn Queen to the Barren lands. 
 
    “Go to the Hunt. Assemble them and meet me at the gates. If I do not see you, I will not linger. I will go into the Barren lands on my own,” I said, startled by my own voice.  
 
    I knew my bond with Natalie had done something to me. Unlike my pervious lovers, she had pushed my magic to its extent, unlocking magic I never knew I possessed. 
 
    My memory returned to the words the Oaken King uttered to me, “This woman will draw out your true power, push you beyond your bounds and bring you closer to death than you have ever been. Do not lose heart. Trust in the Hunt and in yourself.” 
 
    The idea of going to my possible death did not frighten me. I must reach my mate before the ride of Samhain. Should the cycle be broken, chaos could and would resume. 
 
    I would fall on my own sword before being the reason Fae suffered another cataclysm. 
 
    I helped Lysander to his feet and lead him to where both our horses stood in wait. 
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    I woke up with a dull throbbing pain in my head only to find I was lying on the floor that appeared to be made of stone. The air around me was humid but cool, the smell of algae or moss filled my nostrils. 
 
    I did not remember how I got here, only the faint sounds of ravens and the feeling of something frozen and wet, much like the floor. My eyes fluttered trying to get a sense of the room I was in. 
 
    It looked to be some kind of medieval jail cell complete with flickering torches lining the walls and bars rusted with time. Somewhere in the darkness, a dripping sound echoed in the emptiness. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out. “Is someone there?” 
 
    No one answered. I began to feel a sense of fear fill my chest. Tears welled up in the corners of my eyes. I sank onto the cold ground cradling my legs in my arms. 
 
    I began to think about how everything spiraled out of control from the moment I left that stupid party. I knew I had thought of it before but finding myself locked in a cell, God knew where, tended to make a girl think. 
 
    I thought of my parents.  
 
    Who knows? By now they probably think I’m dead. 
 
    Maybe it would’ve been better if I was. My dark train of thought was interrupted when my thoughts turned to Elkaine. His infectious smile filled my mind, replacing the frozen darkness with its light. 
 
    “I know he’s coming. I just have to last until he does.” I could still feel him despite being separated. 
 
    Determination to see Elkaine again overtook my fear and I wiped the tears away, replacing them with my anger and frustration. How dare this world keep us apart after we fought so hard to be together. 
 
    Memories of a woman clad all in black came rushing back. She was beautiful, like all the women of this world, yet dangerous. I remembered her saying something but I can’t remember exactly what. I knew she must be Morrighan, the Raven Queen Elkaine mentioned when he told me of his past. 
 
     “Hey!” I shouted, looking at the ceiling, arms outstretched. “I won’t give up, you evil bitch!” 
 
    The creaking of a rusted hinge replaced the silent crackling the torches and the dripping of water on the stone. The sound of hooves, like those of horses cantering along cement, rang out. 
 
    A beast, large with the face of a ghost, three eyes and terrifying fangs, suddenly appeared. It stood as tall as the cell and was holding a torch as it walked forward, unlocking the door. It snarled upon seeing me. 
 
    “You will not address my Queen with such disrespect, filthy outlander,” the beast said. It snarled, eyes squinting in a burning rage. “She will see you and kill you. No foreigner will sit upon the throne of a Fae Queen.” 
 
    I swallowed the knot in my throat, keeping a stern gaze on the creature. It scared the hell out of me but I did my best to stay strong.  
 
    It opened the door and grabbed me by the arm with gnarled, fur covered hands and pulled me from the cell, hurling me to the ground. With a gesture of its head, I knew it wanted me to walk. 
 
    My urge to open my mouth and say something niggled the back of my brain. Thankfully, I keep my mouth shut. Being a hero or someone brave in this instance would be nothing short of stupid so I did what it said, knowing Elkaine was coming. 
 
    We walked through corridors of what looked like a rundown castle. Tapestries ripped and tattered drifted in an invisible breeze. Above the moon shone through weathered holes and cracks in the ceiling. There was something about it that gave me the chills. 
 
    This place. This whole place. Something about it just feels wrong.  
 
    My captor pushed open two large doors, their hinges shrieked and groaned against the force. “Go in.” He ordered, shoving me when I refused to move forward. 
 
    When we entered, the beast knelt. “Lady of Ravens, Holder of Death. She who once controlled the nature of Fae and wove the fabric of life and death. I bring you the retch who would dare lay claim to a throne of a Queen; she who has lain with the fallen King and has spoken blasphemy of your name.” 
 
    Two large braziers burst into life with the conclusion of the beast’s invocation.  
 
    From above, the same cloud of shadowed ravens flowed down through the holes in the ceiling of the ruins. “You have done well, my faithful servant,” A woman said, her voice a multitude of voices. 
 
    The ravens swirled around a throne crafted from what looked like iron made into the shape of thorns. “Leave us.” The woman commanded. 
 
    I was left alone with this woman, in awe of how beautiful she was. Her skin was pale as the light of the moon, her hair as black as the purest obsidian. 
 
    Her dress sat low on her shoulders, and flowed down her legs like a black river of satin. Eyes the color of the most beautiful amethyst glowered at me from atop the throne. 
 
    “Do you know who I am, mortal?” She asked. 
 
    “You’re Morrighan. You’re the one responsible for all of this. You’re the one who had the Autumn Queen killed and Fae thrown back into a war torn land.” 
 
    Morrighan chuckled at the name I used. “I had forgotten how amusing you humans can be. It has been some time since I have walked among you.” 
 
    I look away for a brief moment only to find the Raven Queen standing behind me, leaning into my ear. 
 
    “Such rudeness. You humans always feel so entitled. You say the name of the fallen King, dare to lay claim to the Autumn throne and insult me in my own lands. Typical. Well, my dear, I will never allow you to take the throne. Even now, my forces march upon the gates. With two Queens gone, Fae will finally fall.” 
 
    Her words held a feeling of finality. My chest tightened, gripped with fear at the burning rage in her eyes. I knew I needed to find a way to buy Elkaine time to reach me. 
 
    Gripped by curiosity, I take a moment to throw myself at Morrighan’s mercy. Falling to my knees, I address her by titles and names I have no idea how I know. “Why are you so angry at the people of Fae for wanting peace? Why murder one of your fellow Queens? Please, so many have made you out to be a villain, I want to know why.” 
 
    Morrighan proceeded to circle me, her long dress producing shadows on the floor as she did. “Long ago, mankind and Fae lived in harmony with one another. We brought life to their crops, peaceful deaths to their elderly and friendship to their loneliness.” 
 
    As she spoke, I could see the images of the Fae talking with humans, laughing with them and producing music and magic for their enjoyment. It made me feel warm and happy. 
 
     “Then came their greed, their hate and the days of plague and famine. We work with nature’s already existent designs, not command them. They wanted more. They turned on us so we erected the Veil and hid our world from them.” She continued. 
 
    “I was she who walked the battlefields when Fae turned against Fae, brother against brother. I commanded both realms when times of chaos reigned. My power grew great, my influence greater. It made them jealous, so they conspired against me, formed the Courts and had me banished.” 
 
    Morrighan turned to me, her eyes ablaze with her magic. “The Oaken King formed the Wild Hunt to keep Fae in balance. But what cost did He pay? He silenced the Raven Queen, allowing me to walk both realms only once per harvest moon. What right have the other Courts to live in such harmony while I am forced to rot in a kingdom devoid of harmony? No, mortal, I will hurl this world back into the days of war. I will claim my place as one of the most feared creatures in this world.” 
 
    She leaned in, grabbing me by the wrist. Her fingers were as cold as daggers left in a freezer too long. She began to twist, making me yelp in pain, a satisfied smile on her face. “It will begin with your death. The Autumn Throne and the Shadow Throne cannot be ruled by two Courts alone. War for both mantles will rip this world asunder.” 
 
    Tears fell down my cheeks as fear took over reason. She forced me to my knees, raising her free hand which filled with her magic. I readied myself for her final blow when the doors were thrown open revealing a massive horse. 
 
    The sounds of howling in the distance assured me Elkaine was not alone, accompanied by the Hunt. 
 
    “Release my mate, Raven Queen!” Elkaine cried out, his voice a demanding baritone within the hall. “You have violated the most sacred laws!” 
 
    “And what does the Fallen King intend to do? You cannot kill me as you did the Shadow Queen. The balance will be undone.” Morrighan laughed. 
 
    Elkaine dismounted. The plates of his armor clanging as he walked forward. “You are correct. Even I do not possess the authority to tame the Lady of Death. I will not need to once the Autumn Throne is once again given a ruler. Three Queens may keep the balance until the Shadow Queen’s mantle finds its next heir.” 
 
    Outside I heard the sound of clanging swords and snarling hounds. The Hunt battled the creatures responsible for kidnapping me. 
 
    Something about Elkaine felt different. His body emitted a powerful aura, stronger than the one after he was freed from the Shadow Queen’s hold. I don’t understand how he’s gotten stronger but I’m so happy to see him, I do the unthinkable. 
 
    I sunk my teeth into the Queen’s hand. She howled, releasing me allowing me to run to Elkaine and embrace him. 
 
    “I’m so happy to see you,” I said, snuggling his chest. 
 
    Both muscular arms wrapped around me in a protective embrace. “Are you unharmed, my Lady of Autumn, Queen of my Heart?” 
 
    The titles stunned me but I assured him I was fine.  
 
    Morrighan readied herself to attack Elkaine only to be stopped when the rest of the Hunt and its hounds burst through the castle doors from all sides of the hall. 
 
    The Raven Queen said something under her breath— a curse in the native tongue of the Fae. 
 
    “Morrighan, lady of Death, once the Lady of the Silver Wheel and most beautiful daughter of Morgan le Fey, you are hereby taken captive by the Wild Hunt to await judgement from the Courts,” Elkaine said. 
 
    “Is there anything we can do to make things easier on the Queen? I asked. Sadness filled her soul, and I could feel it in mine.  
 
    In some ways I could understand her frustration. Like me, she’d been displaced from something she knew to be normal, banished and left alone to sulk. 
 
    Elkaine glanced at me from beneath his helmet, smiling. “Your heart is as warm as the first Autumn Queen. She too asked for clemency for Morrighan. I am afraid, my mate, it is out of my hands. The Courts cannot end her life for she is of the older goddesses. They will find a way to keep peace regardless.” 
 
    His answer wasn’t satisfying but I could be content to let it go, happy he arrived in time to save my life, anxious to continue our lives together. 
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    I stood in the midst of the vacant Autumn Hall, dressed in my armor, my helmet under my arm. Fae of all kinds joined in this momentous occasion.  
 
    Sprites fluttered in and out of the crowds to find the perfect resting place to view the coronation of the new Autumn Queen. 
 
    Until this moment, Natalie spent a large amount of time with her family and friends in the human world. She sent me letters keeping me aware of her safety. 
 
    To bind her to me, I agreed to let her visit her family during the month of Samhain.  
 
    Now, I waited for her, ready to bind her to me for all of time. My legs grew weak when the double doors at the front of the hall opened, letting in the glow of the sunlight through the renewed stained glass windows. 
 
    My mate stood silhouetted against the light. Her dress, adorned with symbols of autumn glistened with gold and silver inlays decorated with leaves of the finest Fae craftsmanship. Her brow displayed a fine silver circlet woven with the exact leaves from her dress. 
 
    I desired more with each slow step she took accompanied by the nymphs at her side. 
 
    Prior to our arrival at this moment, we made a call to the Queens of the Summer, Winter and Shadow Courts. As fate would ordain, the Oaken King’s words came forth once again. 
 
    “When the Autumn Queen’s air breaks the Veil, she will bring with her another capable of bringing peace to the realm of Shadows. All will once again be brought into balance.” 
 
    The ordeal with Morrighan continued for more than a fortnight. During this time, the Shadow Queen’s mantle found a new heir in the most unlikely of places. 
 
    Liliana, Natalie’s friend was chosen as the heir to Shadow Queen’s mantle. She assumed the throne shortly before Natalie and I visited the remaining Queens. 
 
    With days of negotiation, treaties and endless bickering, we finally arrived at an end to the war. I reclaimed my full power and with the help the three Courts, drove the remnants of Morrigan’s loyal companions past the black gates back into the Barren Lands. 
 
    Morrighan, by the power of the old gods, was forced to assume the form of a Raven until Samhain, when she could assume her true form, guarded by the Hunt. 
 
    I knew from past experiences this was only a temporary measure but for the present time, I was content to know my mate was safe. 
 
    Standing before the Queens of Shadow, Winter and Summer, I explained all the Oaken King revealed to me. I explained that Natalie had been foretold long before any of us knew or even Fae had been founded in its current state. 
 
    It was the Summer Queen who opposed the choice most but, in the end, could not overturn the choices of the other Courts. 
 
    Natalie received a warm welcome from the Fae of the Autumn realm. Those who had been in hiding said nothing about her being an outsider. 
 
    My thoughts returned to the present. My Queen, lover and eternal mate joined me, sitting on her throne. I hardly recognized her but reveled in her beauty. 
 
    Her slender hand, glittering with the silver ringlets, rose. All grew silent as she prepared to address the Court.  
 
    “A few months ago, I came to Fae confused. I served as a slave in the Court of Winter and saw the agony I know still lingers within everyone here.” 
 
    Natalie surprised me for she no longer spoke the same as a human. Her voice demanded attention, carrying with it the royal voice of any Fae Queen. She promised peace and to restore order to the Autumn Court and to aid the other Queens in keeping Fae safe. 
 
    “I have one last thing to say,” She said, pausing, her eyes meeting mine. “I will not hide the relationship between the King of the Hunt and me. He is my mate and I will forever stand by his side.” 
 
    A hush filled the room. Even I could not hold back my own gasp at her boldness. The shock was soon replaced by a proud smile upon my face. It relieved me to know we would not have to hide. 
 
    “There is another thing,” She said, descending her throne to stand at my side. Leaning into my ear she whispers, “Come with me to my chambers. I have something I must tell you.” 
 
    My eyes widened, wondering what she had to say and what the other Fae think of our sudden departure. She gripped my wrist and proceeded to pull me through a side door which lead to the right wing. 
 
    Her chamber was large, the door decorated with a gold depiction of the tree of life. Its face painted the color of the Autumn forest. 
 
    “What was it you needed to say so urgently, my lady?” I asked, stunned when she threw propriety to the wind and began stripping me until I stood bare before her. 
 
    With a coy grin, Natalie lead me to the bed. I did not hesitate to remove her clothing, careful not to tear her dress despite the throbbing need between my legs. 
 
    We made passionate love many times, our bodies intertwined beneath the silken sheets. Her breath was heavy, her belly full of my seed.  
 
    Panting, I said, “I will put my child in you, my Queen.” 
 
    She smiled, pulling me down and whispering words into my ear, my eyes widen.  
 
    I held her taut against my body, my heart swelling with joy at what she has told me.  
 
    She was already with child. 
 
    Outside, the moon shone into the chamber, illuminating it and I could feel the smile of the goddess upon us. 
 
    “There’s still one thing I have to do, though,” Natalie said, sounding like her human self again. “You still have to meet my parents. They have to know I’m okay.” 
 
    A knot formed in my throat. The King of the Wild Hunt pretending to be human? I suppose it be worse. 
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    I can’t help but feel sorry for Elkaine as he struggled with the jeans we’ve bought him. He walked strangely, complaining about he felt pinched in places I knew little about but experienced many times. 
 
    Together, we decided to wait until the baby was born before visiting my folks. Strangely enough, in my world, it’d only been a few months since I disappeared. 
 
    Sounds of the holidays filled the air and plush Santas stood in large glass windows to announce sales for toys and games kids might not even think about in the new year. 
 
    It filled me with warmth to hear those songs again. We made our way to Desi’s house finding her on the front porch. 
 
    “Natalie?!” She shouted, running down the wooden stairs to embrace me and look at the swaddling bundle in my arms. “Is that a –“Her words stopped short when she saw Elkaine. “Girl, you have some explaining to do. Your parents are going to freak!” 
 
    I nodded. “I know. It still seems surreal to me too. Hey, by any chance do you know where my paintings wound up? I have on I really want to finish.” 
 
    She took a minute to think. “I think your folks have them. When we couldn’t find you, the police gave all of your personal things to them,” She embraced me, careful not to crush the baby. “Dammit don’t ever do that again! You scared the hell out of me! Where were you and who’s this?” 
 
    “Sophia, this is Elkaine. I guess you could call him my boyfriend, er, husband.” I stuttered, unsure of what to call Elkaine in my world. 
 
    In Fae, he’s my mate. I still didn’t know what that meant completely and speaking formally in front of a room full of Fae felt weird. 
 
    “I better get to my parents. You’re right, I think they’ve been left in suspense and without answers long enough. Besides, you wouldn’t believe anything I had to tell you.” 
 
    Desi appeared confused but she eventually relented when I didn’t appear willing to give up any more information. 
 
    By the time we reached my parent’s house, a fresh snow had begun to fall. It smelled clean. There were whispers on the air, voices I could hear though I knew no one else could. 
 
    I covered a snicker when I saw Elkaine nuzzling our child’s nose, speaking to her in his native tongue. I was still learning; it was more difficult than Latin. 
 
    I knocked on my parents’ door, readying myself for any number of words my mother could use to make me feel guilty. Instead, she opened the door, her eyes larger than plates, hands to her mouth. 
 
    “Oh my God,” She said. “Paul!” She called out to my dad who ran down the stairs. 
 
    “Hey dad,” I said in a solemn tone. “I know it’s been a while but—" My dad’s embrace stopped me from speaking. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, you’re home,” He said. 
 
    They both withdrew staring at Elkaine and the child in his arms. 
 
    Reaching out to my lover and our baby, I took his hand. “Mom, Dad, this is Elkaine. We have so much to tell you and a lot to talk about. This,” I said, taking the baby from her father. “Is Awen, your granddaughter.” 
 
    My parents exchange glances for a brief moment and then turned their attention back to me. 
 
    With each passing moment of silence, I grew more nervous waiting for what they might be thinking. 
 
    I could feel Elkaine preparing to defend me or calling down the Hunt if he felt his family was in danger. 
 
    Tears began to fall down my mother’s face. She reached out her arms. “May I?” 
 
    I nodded, grinning with pride. “Of course.” I handed Awen to her, trying not to giggle at the sight of my parents’ baby-talking to our little girl. 
 
    Elkaine wrapped an arm around my waist and leaned to whisper in my ear. “All is at peace, my Lady, but I will not allow you to stay.” 
 
    My heart felt like lead. How was I supposed to tell them I was some Fae Queen in a world of dreams? How was I supposed to tell them I could only see them eight days per year or how by the time they grow old, they would only see Awen a few times? 
 
    “I know. It’s just hard. They’re my parents. Awen’s their grandbaby; their only one since I’m an only child. Please, Elkaine. Please don’t ask me to just accept this without feeling anything.” I sniffled, trying to hide it. 
 
    The Fae King kissed the crown of my head. “I would never ask such an unfair thing of you. I know not what it means to have bonds with parents for I was created by the old gods. Grieve if you must, my love.” 
 
    **** 
 
    The morning of Christmas, or Yule to the world of Fae, I made love to Elkaine and went downstairs while he rocked Awen in the chair my dad provided us.  
 
    My parents sat at the table; a picturesque view of a modern family. I’d held off telling them anything until I finished the painting of Elkaine, determined to tell them everything. 
 
    “Mom, dad,” I said, nervously fiddling with my hands. “There’s something you need to know. I won’t be able to stay.” 
 
    They began to protest but I silenced them. I watched their reaction as I unveiled the painting and recounted everything that happened to me while I was gone, starting with the night I was kidnapped. 
 
    I could tell from the looks on their faces they were having a hard time believing me. A few months ago, I wouldn’t believe what I said either. 
 
    At one time, I was like them. I used art to dream and that dream led me to the painting of a King who wouldn’t only save my life but also come to possess my heart. 
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