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Evelyn
I’d ridden
for two days and two nights. A hard ride through the cruel rains, winds, and
bitter chill of autumn—though even the elements felt kinder than what I’d been
fleeing. My dapple-grey mare, Whisper—named in better days, when I’d still
believed in gentle things—was slowing. Her breaths come in rough heaves. We
need to stop, but I can’t let myself believe my destination is much further. My
eyes burn with exhaustion, threatening to pull me from the saddle into the
tangle of roots and vines beneath her hooves. Perhaps they’ll cut me to
ribbons.

No.

I need to
keep going.

Not much
further now.

The forest is
thick with thorns, branches reaching like grasping fingers in the dying light.
Nothing like the manicured woods surrounding my father’s estate, where even the
wilderness bowed to his iron will. Here, nature runs wild and cruel – fitting,
for the territory I seek. The very air feels different here - heavier, older
somehow, as though the forest itself is breathing. My hands, soft from years of
needlework and poetry books, are raw against the reins. I brush back strands of
sweat-and-rain-soaked chestnut hair clinging to my cheeks - once carefully
styled by my lady's maid, now a wild tangle that would horrify her. I dig my
heels into the horse’s sides, but she’s at her limit. Whisper can’t, won’t, go
any faster. Her steps grow more laboured with each passing moment. She’s
exhausted. The rest of the way… it will have to be on foot.



I swing one leg over the saddle, the brocade fabric of my burgundy dress
snagging in a stirrup and tearing. The dress had been made at great expense by
a tailor across the seas; now it was caked with mud and dirt, ruined. I don’t
feel a heartbeat of care for it. In my mind’s eye, I see the other dress lying
in the armoire I’ll never open again at home, the one carefully selected and
fussed over by an army of my father’s seamstresses. The one I’m meant to wear
tomorrow. So many layers and layers of gaudy ivory tulle, which had stifled me
when I had tried it on just as my heart was slowly being stifled and choked.
I’d ruin that dress too if I could, though I won’t be there to see it gather
dust.

As my feet
drop to the earth below, a thorn tears through the pale skin of my ankle. I
look down at the snake of crimson winding across the joint and into my slipper.
Dark satisfaction coils in my chest. Good. Maybe they’ll scent it. Though
something in me still flinches at each drop of blood, still wants to run from
what lies ahead, I force that weakness down. My face sets into stone as I steel
myself for what lies ahead, and I lean into Whisper, pressing my forehead to
the warmth of her neck. Her familiar scent of hay and leather rises around me
as I savour these last remnants of kindness before I turn her loose and am
truly alone. It’s too dangerous for her further ahead. Too dangerous for me,
but I’m counting on just that.

My name is
Evelyn Nolan, daughter to Lord Nolan, one of the most powerful lords of our
lands, whose fortress of dark stone rises at the southern tip of the Prythian
continent. Our estate is ringed by towering walls crowned with iron spikes – a
promise of death to any who would try invasion. Human or faerie alike, though
the primary intention was against the latter. The wall that once separated our
lands from theirs has fallen, but my father's fortress remains, a monument to
his obsession. To his burning hatred of the faerie creatures who live in the
lands north of us, a hatred that has become an inferno since the wall's
destruction.

For good
reason, the common folk say. Faeries are wicked, evil creatures who cross into
human lands to eat babes from their cradles, leaving only bones behind for the
mothers to mourn. Some are no more than beasts, creatures of fang and claw and
scale. Others are darkness itself, or have no form save for that of death. Some
of them take a form vaguely human, and those are the most wicked of all. There
seemed to be no real consistency between their nature save for one: their
thirst for human suffering. 

But my father’s
hatred is… personal. To him, faeries are a plague, creatures to be despised and
hunted down. And if he ever caught me running into their world, willingly… well,
he’d have new reasons to despise them.

And then
there’s Janus. Lord Janus Blackwood had been abhorrent from the first moment
I'd met him, a man who believes himself entitled to all he surveys. Cruel,
disdainful, and utterly lacking in any respect for those he saw as 'lesser'.
Which naturally included everyone who wasn't a Blackwood, or didn't have a
title he wanted. Or didn't have a title at all. I still remember the disdain in
his eyes when he'd first come to our estate, the way he'd looked down his nose
at the servants as though they were something unpleasant clinging to the
Blackwood shoes he so desperately wanted to lick.

And Father...
Lord Nolan was strong, powerful, and utterly lacking in any warmth for his
daughter. I'd learned early to avoid his presence, to stay out of sight and out
of mind. He only ever seemed to notice me when I'd done something 'unbecoming'
- like the time I'd befriended a stable boy, or when I'd refused to wear the
dress he'd chosen for my betrothal celebrations. Or when I'd tried to run away
the first time. Or the second. I hated those dresses - they were always so
restrictive, designed to show off my 'assets' rather than let me move or
breathe. I hated the way they made me feel like a doll on display, something to
be admired and traded but never loved.

The journey
had been arduous, but strangely exhilarating. For the first time in my life, I
was truly alone. No servants fussing over my every need, no guards watching my
every move. Just me, my horse, and the open road. I'd never felt so free. But
with that freedom came a strange sense of terror. What was I doing? What would
happen to me if I was caught, sent back? The questions haunted me, but not
enough to turn back. I knew the risks - Father's spies were everywhere, and
Janus's reach was even longer. But I couldn't face another day in that gilded
cage, couldn't bear the thought of becoming another possession in Janus's
collection. I'd rather die.

As I rode
deeper into the Fae territories, the forest seemed to close in around me. The
trees grew taller, the shadows deeper. Those shadows press around me, thick and
restless. I swear I can feel the weight of centuries watching me, waiting. But
even that was preferable to the stifling atmosphere of my father's court.

I brush my
fingers across Whisper's velvet nose one last time. Perhaps it's fitting that
my father's hatred of faeries will be the instrument of my freedom. I turn
toward the depths of the forest, where shadows gather thick as fog. 

Today I would
find a faerie.
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Tamlin
The scent
hits him first - human fear mixed with blood and expensive perfume. Tamlin's
massive bestial form stills in the predawn darkness, claws sinking into damp
earth as he listens. The female's ragged breathing and stumbling footsteps echo
through his forest, each sound carrying the desperate rhythm of someone running
not from danger, but toward it. 

Golden fur
rippling in the darkness, he moves silently through the shadows. The scent of
fresh wounds mingles with the metallic traces of fine jewellery - a noble then,
or at least wealthy enough to afford such luxuries. Her clothes carry the
lingering essence of fresh roses and jasmine beneath layers of mud, sweat, and
terror.

The girl
breaks through the treeline into a small clearing, moonlight catching on her
tear-streaked face and the dark bruises blooming along her jaw. Her fine dress
hangs in tatters, and her hair has partially escaped its elaborate styling.
She's young - barely out of childhood by human standards - but her eyes hold
the haunted look of someone who has seen too much.

Those eyes go
wide as saucers as Tamlin steps into the clearing with feline grace, his bearlike
form blocking her path. Moonlight gleams off his golden fur and curved claws,
and large antlers top his head like a crown of the wilds. His lupine face
catches the light, turning his green eyes into glowing emerald flames as he
stares down at her with feral majesty.

"You're
quite far from home, little human," he rumbles, his voice deep and rough.
The roses growing wild at the edge of the clearing seem to stir at his voice,
their thorns gleaming with deadly promise. "The Spring Court is not kind
to trespassers."

Then the
human girl laughs – a cold, mirthless sound that should not come from one so
young. 

"The
only kindness I ask for... make it quick and clean." Her voice trembles
slightly as she reaches for her throat, fingers working at the clasp of a
golden necklace. It falls to the forest floor beneath Tamlin's feet.

A death
bargain, he realizes
with sudden clarity. The Fae were known for their bargains, their deals sealed
with magic and blood. But this... this was something else entirely.

"Was it
not enough?" she whispers, now reaching for a gaudy ring wrapped around
her left hand. There's a moment of hesitation, a choked sob, before that too is
cast to the ground. One by one, she strips herself of every piece of jewellery,
each discarded treasure a piece of her identity she seems desperate to shed.

Tamlin
watches, a mix of curiosity and anger stirring within him. Her fear is potent,
laced with bitterness so strong it coats the air. His massive paw reaches down
to pluck the engagement ring from the pile, holding it delicately between
razor-sharp claws. The metal feels heavy with despair, the sharp taste of it
lingering on his senses.

"Rip us
to shreds, eat us bit by bit, and leave the evidence for our families to
find," she snarls suddenly, and there's a bite to her voice mixed with
something else – something that sounds almost like hope. "Isn't that what
your kind do to trespassers?"

His eyes
darken at her words, power swirling just beneath his skin. "And you came
here expecting to be torn apart." It's not a question. The brittle-petaled
roses at the edge of the clearing curl inward, responding to the surge of his
magic.

"What
are you waiting for?" she hisses, showing no sign of backing away despite
the fear-scent rolling off her in waves.

Tamlin takes
in the dark bruises along her jaw, the haunted look in her eyes, the tattered
dress that's worth more than most humans see in a lifetime. A young human
noble, running from the marriage bed to beg for death from a Fae. 

"I'm not
going to kill you," he growls, anger rising in his chest. "Did you
truly believe it would be that easy? A few days of riding, a death bargain with
the nearest Fae you could find, and you're free?" He laughs, cold and
bitter. "Life's not so simple, little human girl."

"Why
not?" The word bursts from her in a panic. "I can't go back, not
there!"

"For
what purpose should I end your life?" His voice drops dangerously low,
each word curling with contempt. "For running from the loving arms of your
betrothed?" His eyes again trace the pattern of bruises across her pale
skin. Something in her eyes speaks of prisons rather than palaces. A look that
he’s seen before.

"Loving-"
she chokes out a bitter laugh. "Tomorrow is my wedding day. The man I'm to
marry is Lord Janus Blackwood." Her eyes shutter as she continues. "I
choose death at the hands of the Fae over a life spent being broken into
pieces, held together only by the finest lace and silks money can buy. Let him
find his prize ruined before he can begin breaking me himself."

Blackwood. The name carries weight even in the
Fae realms, whispered with a mixture of hatred and fear among those who guard
the borders. Tamlin had heard stories of their cruelty, passed down through
generations - tales of how they'd hunted Fae for sport during the wars, of the
iron-lined dungeons beneath their estate where captured Fae were tortured for
information or simply entertainment. If even half the stories were true...

Another low
growl of anger escapes him, this one tinged with an unwanted spark of sympathy.
He knows too well how the powerful can abuse those under their control, having
seen it firsthand in the Fae courts. A dark memory stirs and threatens to overwhelm
him for the briefest moment. He swallows it with his growl. If Janus Blackwood
was anything like his own ancestors, perhaps death didn't seem like such an
unreasonable escape.

"Tell me
your name," he commands, the words sharp as thorns.

"Evelyn,"
she whispers, hazel eyes briefly meeting his before dropping to the ground.
"Evelyn Nolan."

The Nolans –
another highborn mortal house, nearly equal to the Blackwoods in power and
cruelty. Their fortress near the southern border was infamous for its
iron-spiked walls, a warning to any Fae who dared venture too close. He
releases his grip on her arm, not having realized he'd reached for her.

"Follow."
His tone brooks no room for argument, though he half expects her to bolt. 

She takes a
hesitant step forward, then stops. "Why?" The question carries all
the weight of her previous desperation.

"Because,"
he growls, turning to face her fully, "there are worse things in these
woods than me. And contrary to what your father's stories might tell you, not
all Fae bargains end in death."

To his
surprise, the female's footsteps whispered behind him as they move deeper into
the forest. Something primal stirs in him at having her follow so willingly -
an ancient instinct that makes him want to shelter, to protect. The feeling sends
a wave of self-loathing through him so strong his claws dig into the earth.
He'd listened to those instincts once before, let them rule his actions, and it
had destroyed everything. Never again.

Yet still the
urge remains, growing stronger with each of her stumbling steps. That primal
part in him wants to turn back, to carry her the rest of the way, to ensure she
didn't trip on the treacherous ground. He forces himself forward instead,
lengthening his stride. Better she think him a cold-hearted beast than see the
true monster.

The sounds
and scents of his territory press in around them - nothing dangerous nearby,
though that could change in an instant. He's made her his responsibility now,
though he hasn't quite admitted that to himself yet. And perhaps, he thinks
darkly, there are better ways to spite the Blackwoods than giving them a
martyr.
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Evelyn
My feet
stumble over gnarled roots and fallen branches as I struggle to keep pace with
the beast's long strides. He turns his majestic head to fix me with a
penetrating stare, those emerald eyes seeming to pierce straight through to my
soul.

"You
will tell me why you have chosen to come here, of all places," he
snaps as we enter a clearing. "Why my woods?"

"I
didn't choose your woods specifically," I explain, stealing brief glances
upward. "Only that they were Fae territories, not human." The words
catch in my throat as realization dawns. His woods. Something like fear
ripples through me again, though not the kind I'd felt before. This isn't fear
for my life - I'd already abandoned that - but something deeper. If this male
is Fae nobility, and if they're anything like their human counterparts...

"You
have my name,” I dare to venture. “Who are you, anyway?”

The beast barks,
and I realise that it’s a dark, cold sound of bitter laughter he’s making.
Then, in a flicker of swift, graceful movement, his form shifts into something
much more human looking. A High Fae. He’s tall and powerful, clad
in a dark green tunic rolled up at the sleeves, and though his bearing speaks
of nobility, his clothing is far from the ornate fashions human lords favour.
Raw power and grace roll off him in waves, his emerald eyes no less piercing in
this form.

"My name
is Tamlin. High Lord of the Spring Court."

High Lord.

The words
echo in my mind as I recall the books in our library at home - thick volumes
bound in leather that spoke of the High Lords of Prythian, their cruel
politics, their brutal histories, and their immense magical power.

"You're High
Lord?" The whisper escapes before I can stop it. This male could - and
should - kill me instantly for trespassing. I'd begged him to. And yet he
hadn't. Wouldn't.

I see his jaw
tighten, his green eyes flickering in the darkness. “I am, young girl.” The
words are almost a growl, cold anger still clear in his hoarse voice. “These
are my woods.” He quickens his pace.

Those green
eyes carry deep shadows, and I sense they are not only from a lack of sleep. As
he strides ahead of me, my eyes finally dare to take in more of his appearance.
His tunic is torn and ragged, golden hair snagged with twigs and leaves - so
different from the immaculate appearance our human lords maintain. His
movements hold a predatory grace even in this more human-like form, each step
silent, as though he's still stalking through his woods. Though powerfully
built and broad-shouldered, there’s an unexpected leanness to him, like a
starved lion. The sharp angles of his face catch the dim light as he glances
behind, highlighting features too perfect to be human - all elegant bones and
immortal beauty, though half-hidden beneath an unkempt golden beard. His
pointed ears, marking him unmistakably as Fae, peek through the tangled strands
of his hair, which falls well past his shoulders in a wild mane that looks like
it hasn't seen a brush in months.

There's
something else about him too - a heaviness in the air around him, as though he
carries his power like a cloak. It makes my skin prickle with awareness, a
reminder to not be deceived by his dishevelled state. Even in his apparent
neglect, there's no mistaking him for anything less than what he is – ancient
and deadly.

In the
distance, a pale stone wall comes into view, and behind it, a sprawling white
mansion with leaded windows that should gleam in the growing dawn light but
instead seem dull, lifeless.

The
surroundings, though... though giving the appearance of once-loved gardens, it’s
clear no care has been given to them in some time. Once-manicured hedgerows now
grow into thorny masses, rose bushes twist into the air like grasping hands
begging for help, their leaves browning and falling and their stems black with
disease. Yellowed and brittle grass pushes up through cracked flagstones,
turning to dust beneath my feet, and broken glass glitters beneath dark windows
lit only by occasional flickers of what looks to be candlelight.

"Is this
your home?" I ask tentatively. The air feels different here, warmer, as
though Tamlin’s power and influence has created its own pocket of eternal
spring. And yet something feels wrong, as though everything is caught between
wild growth and creeping death.

The High
Lord’s gaze follows mine, his features hardening. “It is.”

"What
happened?" I ask quietly. I would normally restrain my tongue from such
prying questions but given this High Lord Tamlin has refused my desperate
appeal for death at his hand three times, I find I no longer care for
maintaining good manners.

His jaw
clenches as he stares at the oak door hanging broken on its hinges, vines
twisting through it like hungry serpents, some of them withered to grey husks.

"A
war... a war happened." His voice is low and cold, his gaze still fixed on
the ivy creeping across his doorstep. “I don't speak of it further."

I nod, an
unexpected pang of sympathy blooming in my chest. Where the Nolan estate stands
as an impenetrable fortress, this place is like a trampled rose - beautiful
still, but wounded. My fingers reach out to touch a nearby bloom, its petals
brown and torn, small and fragile. Like me, I think.

Tamlin's hand
shoots out with preternatural speed, pulling my hand back. "Don't touch
it," he snaps, though his grip immediately softens. "The thorns are
sharper than they look. They’ll scar you."

I meet his
gaze, something shifting in my chest. "I already have scars," I say
quietly, "far deeper and more painful than any rose thorn might cut."

He doesn't respond, but his hand remains gentle around my wrist as he leads me
toward the broken door.

The inside of
the estate is even more of a mess than the garden outside, dark oak-panelled
walls and thick green carpet all stained with dust and the marks of long
neglect. Vines have crawled through broken windows and slithered through the
cracks under doors, their thorns burrowing into the once-smooth and proud wood,
curling around any furniture they can find.

The High
Lord's gaze is fixed ahead as he leads me through the foyer, his face stony and
cold.

"Does
anyone else live here?" I ask, taking in how nature itself seems to be
reclaiming these halls.

"Once,
many. My father, my mother, our servants. Then, my--" he pauses, that
familiar bitterness creeping into his voice, "family. But now it is
just me."

The way he
separates his parents from 'family' doesn't escape my notice, nor does the pain
beneath his words. This powerful being, alone in his crumbling kingdom.

"Why did
you bring me here?" I ask finally. "Why not send me back? Or let
someone else finish what I came here for, if you're too..." I trail off,
still unable to understand why he didn't kill me when he had the chance.

I hear a low
growl rumble from his throat as he leads me down the hall, his grip on my wrist
loosening further but not releasing as we walk. "Shut your mouth," he
snaps, his voice rough and low. "Any other requests I refuse, but I will
not listen to you beg for death like a wounded animal."

"Fine."
The word comes out more resigned than defiant. As we walk in silence, I realize
my carefully constructed resolve has crumbled like the walls around us. The
plan had been so clear, so certain - find a Fae, beg for death, let father and
Janus find only whatever scraps the monsters from my childhood stories left
behind. I imagined it would be quick, brutal, final. Months of planning, of
hardening my heart against that stubborn will to live, of convincing myself
this was the only escape... and now...

I hadn't
prepared for this - for this strange, savage High Lord who refuses my death
wish, for the way my heart still beats its traitor rhythm. Something inside me
is uncurling, awakening. That spark of life I'd tried so hard to extinguish
flares traitorously in my chest. I'd come this far only to discover that the
moment had slipped away, and death did not come swift and certain. The
realization should terrify me. I'd built my courage around the certainty of it,
had let it carry me through two days of hard riding and into these deadly
woods. Without it, what am I? Just a foolish girl who thought she could
orchestrate her own ending, only to find herself at the edge of something else
entirely. 

My right hand
drifts to the left, to the finger where Janus’s engagement ring used to rest.
The skin there feels lighter, freer. Perhaps I don't need to die after all.

But I can
never go back. Never. That, at least, hasn't changed.
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Tamlin
She's finally
quiet, her words fading to silence, and he nearly sighs as the silence settles
around them. His hand is still circled around her wrist, her skin the only bit
of softness he's held in his hands in longer than he cares to remember. He
tries not to think about it.

The central
hall yawns before them, nearly as dark as the forest outside. Dust-shrouded
paintings and tapestries hang between shattered windows, dark oak panels
swallowed by shadows, and cobwebs stretching between forgotten furniture like
gossamer curtains. At the heart of the room, a massive stone fireplace sits
cold and lifeless, its hearth choked with crumbled ash.

Tamlin
crosses the room with long, silent strides, pausing in front of the hearth.

"Sit."

It's a
command, a gruff order spoken without looking back.

"Why did
you bring me here?" Her voice drifts from behind him. He turns, his gaze
catching on the dusty velvet sofa where she's perched. Annoyance flickers
across his features at the broken oak leg that threatens to dump her toward the
fireplace. Just another useless thing falling apart in his domain.

"I am
not in the habit of letting young humans get themselves trampled in my
woods," he grumbles in response, moving to a nearby table.

His fingers
brush a crystal decanter, collecting the layer of dust before filling one of
the glasses.

Another
joyless laugh from the human girl. "Even when they insist on getting
themselves trampled."

Tamlin turns
back to face her, a glass of dark whiskey clenched in one hand. His gaze sweeps
over her, taking in the dirt on her fingernails, filth still clinging to her
skirt.

"Even then,"
he grumbles, setting the decanter down with perhaps more force than necessary.

"Will
you send me back?" Fear trembles through her voice, and his gaze sharpens,
something almost protective stirring in the depths of his eyes.

"You're
afraid," he observes, glancing toward the windows where trees rustle
against the dawn light.

"No."
The whisper catches, then strengthens. "Well... yes. But not of them
finding me - I'd end it myself before letting them drag me back." Her
fingers drift to her throat in an unconscious gesture. "That's what I'm
afraid of. That I’d do it."

His jaw
tightens as he stares down at the glass of whiskey in his fist, the crystal
catching the morning light outside in a thousand flickering fragments. She's
not afraid of them, he realises - she's afraid she might still need to choose death.
The girl who'd begged him for death in the woods now clung to, however shakily,
a will to survive. He almost chuckles at the irony, though something in him
rebels against the thought of that newfound spark being extinguished. The
scream of a human female echoes in his mind, the snap of bone that makes his blood
turn to ice…

He takes a
swallow of the whiskey to drown the memory, then slowly turns to face her
again, his gaze drifting over the torn gown, the tangled hair, the dust on her
fingers. He watches her in silence for a moment, his face still stony.

Then, with a
flick of his fingers, a low fire ignites in the hearth, the flickering flames
chasing the shadows away. A low groan escapes her as she leans toward the
warmth, and something in his chest twinges at the sound. She looks lost, broken
- like some fragile creature abandoned to crawl through darkness.

He lifts the
glass of whiskey to his lips again, swallowing another burning mouthful. It
does nothing for the cold he feels inside.

"Please
don't send me back there. Please." The words scrape from her throat.

His eyes snap
to hers, that quiet pleading twisting something cold in his chest. She’s asking
for sanctuary, here in these dead and abandoned halls. Fool. The snarl
through his mind is directed more towards himself than her. Another swallow of
whiskey. He doesn't speak.

"You
didn't kill me. You didn't drive me back out of the woods, either, nor did you
leave me there. Then you brought me here." She says the words with
measured calmness, as though reading from a list of facts. Like she's afraid that
if she lets her voice carry any feeling, that newfound spark of life might slip
through the cracks and take over completely.

Tamlin stares
into his cup for a long moment before answering, "I didn't kill you
because you didn't deserve to die. No one deserves to die like that — senselessly,
pointlessly." He intends the words to be softer than they come out, though
his gritted teeth make them sound more a snarl. 

His gaze
meets hers, fierce and hard and utterly cold. "And I brought you here
because this is my estate, my woods, and I will not let some foolish girl get
herself killed in them."

Another
swallow of whiskey, the glass nearly cracking in his grip. Firelight dances
across his face, carving his Fae features into sharp relief, all golden shadows
and ancient power.

"You
begged me for death three times. Surely, by now you realise that I don't plan
on granting you that wish?" Ice threads through his words.

“It was
stupid of me to assume you would,” she concedes. “Perhaps this entire plan of
mine was stupid. And... now it’s failed, I don’t know what to do.”

Something
almost like sympathy flickers across his face as he takes in her expression,
the quiet desperation in her voice. She looks as broken as his court, as
abandoned as these halls.

The silence
stretches between them, marked only by the settling of ash in the hearth and
his occasional swigs of whiskey.

Finally he
says, "If you have no further suicidal thoughts, then I suggest you find
somewhere to rest. You will stay the night here. Then tomorrow...” She flinches
at his words.

The words
trail off into silence. He doesn't finish the thought - doesn't know how to
finish it. The proper thing would be to send her back, or at least to the
nearest human settlement. He's not in the business of collecting strays,
especially not now, with his court in ruins and his own soul not far behind.

But something
holds him back from making that declaration. Perhaps it’s the hollow look in
her eyes that reminds him too much of his own reflection. Or perhaps he's
simply too tired to make any more decisions today.

The fire
burns down to embers, cold seeping through shattered windows. Tamlin watches
her shiver, that dark feeling churning in his chest again. He tells himself
it's just the whiskey.
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Evelyn
We pass a
grand staircase leading to what must be the manor's bedchambers, though a
tangle of thorns and broken glass blocks the way. Nature reclaiming what was
once magnificent.

"This
way." Tamlin strides past without a backward glance, his form melting into
shadow.

My eyes have
lingered too long on the broken staircase, and I look around to see which
direction he went in. Was it this first door? He’d disappeared too quickly.

“Tamlin?” The
name slips out before I can stop it, then I catch myself. Is that the proper
way to address a High Lord? It strikes me how little I know of Fae customs,
of what’s considered improper or informal. “My Lord?” I add tentatively, court
protocol crashing back.

An irritated
snarl echoes from across the hall. "What?"

I hurry
toward his voice, a strange relief flooding through me as I catch sight of him.
"Apologies, I wasn't sure-" The word catches in my throat. Apologies.
How quickly I fall back into old patterns, begging forgiveness for existing. I
press my lips together and follow him in silence.

The walls are
lined with tapestries and portraits - dark landscapes and fierce faces, all
watching our progress with ancient, judging eyes. 

"This
manor used to be full of people," Tamlin says suddenly, his voice barely a
whisper. "Servants, guards, maids... my family. It was never silent, never
cold. There was life here once. And now..."

I only nod as
he speaks, a silent sign I’m listening. I do not speak of it. I remember
his words from earlier, when I’d asked what had happened here. Instead, I study
him - the way his broad shoulders seem to carry the weight of all this
emptiness, how his unkempt appearance mirrors his fallen court.

He looks at
me again. 

"There's
a room," he says gruffly, gesturing toward another staircase, this one
mercifully intact. 

"Our
estate - the Nolan estate - it's like a fortress. Or a prison," I find
myself saying, the words spilling out to fill the oppressive silence between
us. "Silent and cold. But I found something unexpected... those thick
walls and all that silence? They create perfect acoustics for singing."
The ghost of a smile touches my lips before I can stop it.

"Singing."
His voice is tinged with irritation, though I sense less of that icy bite and
something almost wistful in those green eyes, as though he’s remembering
something. I frown, suddenly unsure why I’m telling him all this. But with a dejected
sigh, I realise it doesn’t matter anyway. Whether I die, or stay here forever,
I have no home to long for.

“I love to
sing,” I admit. “And play music. The flute, especially. It fills a space. Makes
it feel…” I search for the right words. “Less empty. Bearable.” Those emerald
eyes flicker again, and something compels me forward. “I’ve played the flute
since I was eight. Strings and other instruments, I can pick up a melody but
I’m less skilled. Though I practised as much as I could. I wanted to…” The
words slip out, and a bitter laugh cuts them short. Here I am, telling the High
Lord I’d begged for death about my broken dreams for the future.

"What
did you want?" His voice drops lower, almost gentle.

“To travel
across the sea, playing my songs across the continent. To see the cities over
there - those huge cities us humans have there, and fill them with music.” I
say, feeling foolish to admit such a ludicrous ambition. I’d never voiced it
before. Not to anyone. Gods only know what Father would have said.

His brow
furrows. "Travel, just you and your music, playing for the world to hear.
But you didn’t. Why?"

"Why did
I end up in your woods instead? Why did I ask you for death?" My
half-smile fades to nothing. "Father's influence is wide, as is Lord
Blackwood's. If I ran, they'd find me. And there's no chance he'd let me go
willingly - imagine the shame."

Tamlin turns away,
gaze fixed on a dark corridor ahead. "Some things can't be outrun, no
matter how far you go." A glance back, his eyes holding mine. "Not
forever."

For the
briefest moment, it almost sounds like understanding in his voice, stripped
of its usual ice. Or perhaps I'm imagining what I want to hear. I continue to
follow him. “No,” I whisper. “Not forever.”

He leads me
to a room, pushing open a heavy door of carved oak. Sunlight streams through
tall windows, their leaded glass mostly intact here, casting prismatic patterns
across the floor. Dust motes dance in the golden beams, stirred by our
entrance.

Delicate vine
motifs climb the walls in what must once have been vibrant shades of emerald
and gold, now dulled by time and neglect. A massive four-poster bed dominates
the space, its posts carved to resemble twisting tree trunks, with what might
have been wooden flowers and leaves adorning the canopy above. The dusty silk
hangings are a soft sage green, though tattered at the edges.

Unlike the
rooms below, this one feels less... ravaged. As though whatever destruction
swept through the manor hadn't reached quite so far up, or perhaps had grown
tired by the time it arrived. A cracked mirror still hangs on one wall, its
gilded frame tarnished but elegant. Beneath the dust sheet, I glimpse rich
embroidered bedding in shades of forest and moss, the delicate patterns only
slightly faded.

The room
holds echoes of what the Spring Court must have been in its glory - beautiful,
verdant, alive. Now it sleeps beneath layers of dust and silence, like
everything else in this place.

I turn to
him, summoning what courtesy remains in me. "I appreciate your
hospitality. And... I appreciate you not killing me. The three times I
asked."

His eyes
flicker with something dark, almost pained. "There are worse monsters than
those who kill quickly." The words come rough and low. 

I study those
green eyes, cold as stone but somehow less empty than before, trying to
decipher the meaning within those heavy words. Monsters like Janus Blackwood,
who delights in his cruelty, or my father, who wields pain like a craftsman's
tool. No… powerful and deadly as the High Lord may be, he had not yet chosen to
be cruel.

He turns away
without another word, leaving me in the silence of the empty bedroom.

The
bedchamber feels vast and empty, moonlight casting strange shadows through
broken windows. Tamlin had led me to this room and disappeared without a word.
No instructions, no rules, no indication of what I'm meant to do or where I'm
allowed to go. Just silence and the constant feeling of being watched.

My dress is
still filthy from the journey, but I haven't seen any fresh clothes or washing
facilities. Surely there must be something in this massive place? But the
thought of wandering these halls alone makes my heart race. What if I take a
wrong turn, enter a forbidden room? What if the High Lord's apparent
indifference turns to rage at my presumption?

The memory of
those cold green eyes makes me shiver. He'd saved my life, refused my death
wish three times, yet seems to care nothing for what happens to me now. Perhaps
this is some cruel game - letting me waste away in this forgotten room until I
beg for death again.

No. I won't
give him that satisfaction.

I force
myself to examine my surroundings more carefully. The furniture, though dusty,
speaks of forgotten elegance - carved wooden posts on the bed, a vanity with a
cracked mirror, heavy curtains that might once have been emerald but have faded
to the colour of old moss. Everything carries that strange mix of beauty and
decay I'm starting to associate with the Spring Court.

The bed, when
I finally dare to lie down, is softer than anything I've slept on before. The sheets
smell faintly of roses despite their musty appearance. Everything here seems to
carry that scent - roses and wild things and something else, something ancient
and powerful that makes my skin prickle with awareness.

Sleep eludes
me. Every creak of ancient wood sounds like footsteps, every whisper of wind
through broken windows like voices. Somewhere in this massive manor, a beast of
a High Lord prowls his domain. Does he sleep? Do Fae need sleep at all? The
books in Father's library never mentioned such mundane details about their
kind.

I strain to
catch any sound beyond these walls, some hint of life in this silent, forsaken
place. But there's nothing - no servants' footsteps, no distant voices, no
sounds of anyone else existing in this massive place. Just silence and shadows
and the weight of centuries pressing down.

When dawn
finally breaks, I'm still awake, watching golden light creep across faded
wallpaper. My stomach growls, reminding me I haven't eaten since... I can't
remember when. But the thought of seeking food, of potentially encountering
Tamlin...

A caw draws
my attention to the window, where a raven perches on a broken shutter. It eyes
me with unsettling intelligence before taking wing, disappearing into the
morning mist. For a moment I envy its freedom to come and go as it pleases.

But I'm not a
prisoner here. Am I? He hadn’t specified, but even so… to return to Father, to
Janus, to the life I fled. 

Some choice.
Some freedom. But maybe… maybe it’s a start.
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Tamlin
Tamlin drains
the remainder of his whiskey, setting the empty glass down with careful
precision. He stands before the fireplace, letting the warmth chase the cold
from his chest - or trying to. It doesn't reach deep enough.

The afternoon
bleeds into evening as he prowls his broken estate - through silent corridors
and empty rooms, past crumbling courtyards and shadowed hallways, walls
pressing in around him like the stone of a mountain. His footsteps echo too
loudly in the silence, marking time like a broken clock.

He doesn't
allow himself to sleep that night. Doesn't allow himself to think about the
girl in the rooms above, the one who'd begged him for death three times.
Doesn't let himself dwell on the look in her eyes when she'd asked for
sanctuary - was that trust? Trust he doesn't deserve, that he'll only shatter
like everything else in this cursed place.

Sleep had
become a stranger to him long ago anyway - too many nights spent jolting awake
in cold sweat, chest heaving against the phantom weight of a masked prison. The
dreams always start the same: darkness, the feeling of walls closing in,
helplessness as he's forced to watch... No. Better to prowl these halls until
exhaustion claims him in brief snatches between sunset and dawn. Better to keep
moving than to let his mind drift back to that mountain and its horrors. 

Dawn finds
him back in the central hall, the estate's cold silence pressing in around him.
His ears prick at the first sounds of movement from above - every rustle of
sheets, each soft footfall across wooden floors. He finds himself holding his
breath, waiting. 

As she comes
down the stairs, Tamlin glances up, his gaze fixing on her as she emerges from
the darkness of the upper floor.

When she
descends the stairs, his jaw tightens at the sight of her. The torn, filthy
dress, hair tangled and wild, bruises painting a cruel constellation down her
neck and arms. She looks like a wreck, and something in him flinches. Guilt
gnaws at his bones - he hadn't even offered her clean clothes or a place to
bathe. 

"Good
morning, my Lord." She offers a courteous nod, as though they're at some
proper morning reception rather than standing in his ruined hall.

A low snort
escapes him as he lets his gaze flick over her, trying to ignore that strange
pang of guilt. He holds himself back from trying to correct her, to address him
as High Lord. Or better yet, not at all.

There’s a
pause, then, his voice dropping to a growl. “You… could use a bath,” he says,
his words rough but his gaze lingering a moment too long on her dishevelled
form.

"I was
hoping I'd find one that still works," she replies, and there's a flicker
of something in her eyes. Hope, perhaps. "And maybe something clean to
wear. Though I can always find a stream, and try-"

"There's
an old bath that still works," he cuts her off, looking away. "And
there should be something you can wear in the storage rooms." He
hesitates, then gestures. "Come."

The bath in
question is big and stone, surrounded by the remnants of crumbled and shattered
mirrors and old tile.

There’s a
large wooden bench for sitting and a fireplace for heating the water. It’s
unlit, and the girl scrambles to fetch a log from a nearby alcove.

"Wait."

Tamlin holds
out a hand, stopping her from going after a log. He glances around the room for
a moment, the cracked mirrors and broken tile, silent and cold.

He moves to
the large stone bath, crouching down and setting his hand to the water. He
stays there for a long moment, his brow furrowed with concentration. Under his
hand, the surface of the water begins to shiver, steam rising off the surface
as the water begins to heat slowly from within.

He tries to
ignore her whispered "Incredible..." and the way her eyes widen in
awe at this simple display of magic.

The water continues
to heat under his touch, steam rising in soft waves that thicken the air around
them.

"What
did you expect from a High Lord?" he asks, the edge returned to his voice. "There’s soap and
towels next to the bath. Clean clothing by the door." He lingers for a
moment, his gaze tracing over her form again in that torn and filthy dress. An
image flashes in his mind, almost unbidden: he wonders what she may look like
beneath the grime, without the pain in those eyes. What a genuine smile might
do to her face. He quickly shuts it down, forcing the cold back into his chest
like a shield. No.

He turns
sharply, striding from the room and closing the door with more force than
necessary. Fool, his mind snarls as he stalks through the manor. Fool,
fool, fool.

Yet images
continue to dance in his mind. Her fingers on a harp string, her voice lifting
in song, filling these dark halls with life again. He can almost hear it - the
sweet melody wrapping around him like morning mist, her form caught in lantern
light like some silver nymph... but then the music twists, corrupts, becoming
something else entirely. The memory of other music slithers through his mind -
cruel melodies that accompanied screams, the entertainment of a court that
delighted in torture. His claws dig into his palms until blood drips onto the
floor, but he can't stop hearing it, can't separate the gentle promise of her
music from the horrors that lived Under that Mountain.

The thoughts
chase him until he can't bear the confines of walls any longer. In a burst of
magic that rattles the broken windows, he shifts into his beast form, massive
paws carrying him out into the grounds. He needs to run, to lose himself in the
wild edges of his territory where things are simpler. Where he doesn't have to
think about haunted eyes or musical dreams or the way his shattered court seems
a fraction less empty with someone in it. Where the only sounds are wind and
wilderness, nothing that could remind him of everything he’d desperately tried
to forget.

Golden fur
gleaming in the morning light, he launches himself into the forest. Let the
wind and thorns scour these dangerous thoughts from his mind, leave them
scattered like the shattered remains of his court. He is High Lord of the
Spring Court - he has no business playing protector to lost human girls, no
matter how broken. No matter how much their brokenness mirrors his own. Never
again.

The forest
swallows him whole, and he runs until even his beast form tires, until the sun
climbs high overhead. But he can't outrun the melody that seems to have lodged
itself in his chest, or the unwanted spark of warmth that comes with it. Her
scent lingers everywhere now - honey and flowers and human fear, threading
through the usual decay. The beast in him wants to follow that trail back to
her door, to guard it, to ensure nothing threatens what he's allowed into his
territory.

He forces
himself in the opposite direction instead.

The air
carries traces of her even outside - where she'd walked in the garden, where
she'd touched a dying rose. New growth stirs in the dead earth where she’s
walked, as though her very presence rouses the land. She likely hasn’t noticed.
The land itself seems to react to her presence, as though Spring itself is
stirring from its long slumber.

Dangerous
thoughts.

He launches
himself into a run, trying to exhaust these unwanted instincts. The forest
blurs around him as he tears through familiar paths, but even here he can't
escape awareness of her. His territory feels different now, more alive, more...
hopeful.

No. He won't
let himself think that way. Won't let himself believe in hope again.

A branch
snaps beneath his claws with more force than necessary. The sound echoes
through silent woods, sending nearby creatures scurrying for cover. Even the
wildlife knows to fear him now. As they should.

But she
hadn't feared him. Not really. Even when begging for death, she'd looked at him
with... understanding? The thought makes him snarl, scoring deep furrows in the
earth as he runs faster.

The beast
demands he turn back, check on her, make sure she's safe. The more rational
part of him knows she's probably already regretting her choice to stay,
planning her escape. Better that way. Better she leaves before...

Before what?

His run takes
him to the boundaries of his territory, where he forces himself to focus on
checking for threats. But even this familiar routine feels different now. Each
shadow could hide dangers, each rustle of leaves could mean enemies
approaching. Enemies who might find her.

The beast's
protective instincts surge again. He should set stronger wards, post guards -
but there are no guards left to post. Should fortify the manor's defences - but
she's not a prisoner to be kept safe behind walls. Should at least check on
her, ensure she has what she needs...

No.

Let her find
her own way. Let her realize what a mistake she's made in staying. Let her see
the monster he truly is and flee like all the rest.

He finds himself
back at the manor, shifting to Fae form as light spills across broken stairs.
He catches movement in an upper window - a flash of chestnut hair quickly
withdrawn. Has she slept? Eaten? The beast whines, urging him to provide, to
care for...

Tamlin turns
away with savage force, heading for his chambers. He doesn't care what she
does. She means nothing. Just another stray who wandered into his territory,
who'll leave once she sees the truth of what he's become.

An hour later,
he’s dragging a freshly killed deer to the kitchens, dropping it by the door
where she might find it. Not cleaned or prepared - he's not her servant, not
her provider. Just... ensuring she doesn't starve. The beast in him insists on
at least that much. 

It means
nothing. She means nothing. 

The lie
tastes bitter even in his own mind as he retreats, pretending not to notice how
his heightened senses track her movements above, how his ears catch the sound
of her breath. 

Later she'll
find the deer. Later she'll see what kind of lord she's chosen to stay with -
one who feeds like a beast, who can't even maintain basic civilized standards. Good.
Let her see. Let her run. The thought sits like ash in his throat as the day
creeps over his broken lands.
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Evelyn
The door
slams behind him with enough force to rattle the cracked mirrors, leaving me
alone in the steaming chamber. For a long moment, I simply stare at the heated
water, marvelling at how easily he'd wielded such power - as casual as lighting
a candle. Back home, it would have taken our servants hours to heat enough
water for a bath this size, carrying endless buckets up from the kitchens. The
Fae truly are different from us.

I shed the
ruined burgundy dress, watching it pool at my feet like spilled wine. My
fingers trace the tears in the fabric, remembering how proud Father had been
when he'd commissioned it. See how fine you look, he'd said, how
worthy of the Blackwood name. I kick the dress into a corner.

The water is
perfect as I sink into it, hot enough to turn my skin pink but not quite
scalding. Steam rises around me like morning mist, and I watch it dance in the
shafts of sunlight streaming through high windows. The bath itself is a work of
art – carved stone embedded with symbols of nature, water lilies and lotus and
reeds, which I trace with a finger as I admire. They wind together as if
growing from the stone itself. I find soap beside the tub - something herbal
and fresh, like crushed leaves after rain. It feels wrong to use it, like I'm
taking liberties with the High Lord's hospitality. But as I work it through my
tangled hair, I can't bring myself to care. Let him throw me out if he wants.
At least I'll be clean when he does.

My reflection
catches in one of the less damaged mirrors - a web of cracks splitting my face
into fragments. The bruises along my jaw are turning yellow at the edges,
healing slowly. Janus had been careful not to mark my face too obviously before
the wedding. Wouldn't want to spoil the merchandise, I think bitterly.

The water
turns grey with dirt and dried blood as I scrub myself clean. I try not to
think about what comes next. Tamlin — Lord Tamlin — hadn't explicitly
said I could stay, only that he wouldn’t let me die. Perhaps that's all the
kindness I can expect from the High Lord of the Spring Court. Yet there had
been something in his eyes when I mentioned music. A flicker. Not the cold
emptiness I'd seen in the forest, nor the burning anger that seems to simmer
just beneath his surface. For just a moment, he'd seemed almost wistful.

I find myself
humming as I rinse my hair, an old lullaby my nurse used to sing. The notes
bounce off the tile and broken mirrors, filling the space with something other
than silence. The acoustics are lovely, even in here. I wonder what the great
hall would sound like with proper music in it. Not that I'm likely to find out.

By the time I
step out of the cooling water, my skin is wrinkled and pink. The towels are
soft, if a bit musty, and I wrap myself in one as I approach the clothes he'd
mentioned. There's deep green dress that looks close to my size, though the
fabric is strange - lighter than anything I've worn before, but somehow
stronger. Fae-made, obviously.

I dress
quickly, not wanting to test his patience by lingering too long. The dress fits
well enough, though it's clearly designed for someone taller. The sleeves fall
past my fingertips and I have to roll them back, and the hem threatens to trip
me. Still, it's clean and whole, which is more than I can say for my own
clothes.

My hair drips
onto the shoulders as I step into the hallway, and I realize I have no idea
where to go. The High Lord is nowhere in sight. Do I return to my room? Try to
find him? Leave altogether? 

The manor
creaks around me, as though it too is uncertain of my place here. Sunlight
streams through broken windows, catching on the dust in the air and turning it
to falling gold. Somewhere outside, a bird calls - the first I've heard since
entering these woods.

I take a deep
breath of air that smells of roses and wild things. Whatever comes next, at
least I'm clean. At least I'm free of that dress, that life, those
expectations. Even if it's only for a moment.

My stomach
growls, reminding me I haven't eaten since... I can't remember when. The
kitchen, if I can find it, seems like the safest place to start. Surely he
can't fault me for seeking food. And perhaps, if I'm very lucky, I might find
something to make myself useful with along the way.

The kitchen,
when I finally find it, is as disappointingly grim as I’d expected. Thick dust
coats every surface, and cobwebs stretch between pots that hang like forgotten
ghosts from the ceiling. Strange implements hang alongside them, tools I’ve
never seen in any human kitchen. I wonder what they’re used for. My footsteps
echo against stone floors as I begin my search, curiosity overtaking my initial
need to find something edible.

“Well,” I
murmur to myself, running a finger along what looks like a copper pot but with
symbols etched into its surface. “This is definitely not Cook’s kitchen.” The
thought brings an unexpected smile — Cook would have fainted dead away at the
state of things here. I wonder what she’d make of the strange tools and
equipment. I’d spent countless hours hiding in her kitchen back home, learning
all I could while avoiding Father’s attention. At least I can explore more
openly now.

The cupboards
and adjoining storerooms tell a bleak story. Flour has long since spoiled,
flasks of oil lie cracked and empty, their contents nothing but stains on the
shelves. In one storeroom, sacks of vegetables have rotted into unrecognizable
masses, the stench making me stumble back as soon as I open the door. What
does he eat? The question haunts me as I continue my search, each empty
shelf and mouldering container painting a clearer picture of how the High Lord
lives now. 

The answer
lies beside the kitchen door — a deer carcass, relatively fresh. As I approach,
I can see where great chunks of meat have been torn away by powerful jaws. My
stomach turns slightly as I realize Tamlin must hunt and devour his prey raw,
like the beast I'd first met in the woods. The mighty High Lord of the Spring
Court, reduced to feeding like an animal.

Something in
my chest tightens at the thought. Before I can second-guess myself, I'm
searching for a knife among the dusty kitchen tools. The blade I find is dull,
but it will have to do. I've never butchered anything before - it wasn't
exactly part of a noble lady's education - but I remember watching Cook prepare
meat for feast days, the precise way she’d separate meat from bone.

“Right then,”
I mutter, positioning my blade. “How did she do it… Follow the natural lines,
let the meat tell you where it wants to part.” 

My hands
shake slightly as I begin cutting into the remaining flesh. The work is messy,
my technique clumsy at best, but I manage to salvage several decent cuts. It’s
oddly satisfying, this practical work. So different from the endless embroidery
and dancing lessons filling my days before. The larger pieces I set aside for
salting - I'd read once that salt could preserve meat, and surely a magical
court would have salt somewhere. The smaller bits, closer to the bone, might
work in a stew.

It takes
longer than it should to find what I need - salt in a ceramic jar, some strange
withered herbs and dried spices that still carry a hint of fragrance. A bubble
of excitement rises in me, despite everything, as I wonder how different Fae
seasonings might taste. I make a mental note to be careful what I sample – I
know enough stories about Fae food to be cautious, but not enough to squash my
curiosity entirely.

As I work, I
find myself humming again - an old kitchen song this time, one the servants
used to sing while preparing meals. The tune bounces off the stone walls,
making the empty kitchen feel a little less abandoned. I lay the larger strips
of meat on a cloth by the window after rubbing them with what I hope is salt,
although it sparkles more than it should. The smaller pieces go into the pot
with the strange symbols, and I find myself tracing them with my fingers,
wondering if they’re decorative or magical. Everything here seems to blur that
line.

I add a
mixture of familiar-looking spices and a sprinkle of a completely foreign one
that seemed to sing out to me. The worst that can happen is it’s inedible, I
reason. And if it works, then perhaps I’ve created something completely new,
truly mine.

The smell
that begins to fill the air is strange but mouthwatering - familiar enough to
be comforting but with an exotic edge that makes my pulse quicken with
anticipation. Perhaps if I can find some wild vegetables in the gardens... I giddily
wonder what form the vegetables take here, whether they resemble our human
varieties or come in star-shapes, or glow with inner light, or...

I'm so
focused on my task that I don't immediately notice the silence. The bird that
had been singing outside has gone quiet. A shadow falls across the window, and
I freeze, knife still in hand. Is he back? What will he think of me taking such
liberties in his kitchen?

But I
straighten my spine, refusing to cower. Let him find me here, trying to be
useful. It's better than hiding in that borrowed room, waiting to learn my
fate. And if he wants to throw me out for presuming too much... well, at least
I've done something productive first.

The stew
begins to simmer, filling the air with steam and the promise of a real meal.
Whether he chooses to share it or not is his decision. But as I stir the pot
and check the drying meat, I can't help but hope he might appreciate the
effort, even if he doesn't show it.

The shadow
resolves into his beast form, massive and golden in the doorway. Those eyes
like emerald coals fix first on the drying meat, then the pot of stew, before
finally landing on me. I grip the knife tighter, though we both know it would
do nothing against him.

"That
was my kill." His voice comes out as a low growl.

I lift my
chin, refusing to back down. "And now it's dinner. Proper dinner, not...
whatever you've been doing."

Something
flashes in those beast-eyes — anger? Amusement? — before he turns away with a
snarl that might have been a scoff. "Do what you want. Just don't expect
me to eat it."

He's gone
before I can respond, leaving me alone with my simmering stew and the distinct
feeling that I've just passed some sort of test - or perhaps failed it
spectacularly.
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Tamlin
It wasn’t the
aroma of the first proper cooking he’d scented in what left like a lifetime drifting
through the open kitchen windows that drew his attention to the kitchen, nor
was it the undertones of roses and jasmine and sunlight. No. Tamlin’s Fae ears,
hearing heightened in the form of the beast, had caught what sounded like song.
Familiar, yet strange and out of place in these cursed halls.

But then he’d
seen her, wearing that damned green dress and looking alive. 

He can still
smell her, that fragrance, like flowers and honey and spring.

He shakes his
head, a snarl rising in his chest. He doesn’t even realize that the snarl that
escapes him is more like a whimper.

He needs to…
he needs to go. Get out, get some air, something. He needs to - he needs to
stay away from her.

Tamlin
realizes he's yet to give her his decision on her request from yesterday,
whether he would send her away or not. The thought sits like a stone in his
chest as he prowls the edges of his territory. His claws leave deep furrows in
the earth with each step, marking his agitation.

The morning
bleeds into afternoon as he circles his estate, his eyes straying to the
kitchen window against his will. Her scent carries on the breeze - clean now,
mixed with herbs and cooking meat. Different from the fear-scent of yesterday. Alive.

Memories of
another female who'd brought life to these halls try to surface. He pushes them
down with savage force, claws raking against a nearby tree trunk. This is
different. This is temporary. Just until he decides what to do with her. But
watching her move about his kitchen with such purpose, hearing those quiet
songs... It awakens something in him he'd thought long dead. Something that
remembers what it was to be more than just survival and fury and cold.

The sun
begins its descent when he finally shifts back to his Fae form, his decision
made - though he's not entirely sure when he made it. His boots whisper against
the floors as he approaches the kitchen, where she's still working, still
humming those gentle tunes.

There’s a
long pause, then he clears his throat. “Follow me.” He says finally, quietly.

"Where
are we going?" she inquires, and there's a vibrancy to her voice that
wasn't there yesterday. 

"The
music room." The words come out rougher than intended. "You've been
without your music for too long." 

He leads her
down the halls again, his shoulders tense as he glances over at her, the green
fabric of the dress clinging to her form as she walks. He forces his gaze away
again, looking back ahead of him.

She moves
through his ruined halls with a lightness that sets his teeth on edge - like a
songbird that's forgotten it's in a predator's den. It makes him want to growl
a warning, remind her where she is, what he is.

They reach
the music room within another moment, the wood of the door and trim cracked
with rot and mildew. Tamlin pushes the door open the rest of the way, the
hinges giving a long, low scream as he reveals the inside.

The music
room is in ruins. Wood is splintered, instruments reduced to shards, the floor
strewn with shattered wood and the remnants of destroyed music stands. A viola
lies splintered on the carpet, a harp's strings hang loose like weeping vines.
And the lump of overturned wood in the corner, it might have once been a piano.

He watches
pain flash across her face as she takes in the destruction. His chest tightens
as he remembers the music that once filled these halls with joy and life and
purpose. Everything he'd lost.

The girl
picks up a flute from the floor carefully, as though it’s as fragile as glass.
She gives him a questioning look, as though asking for permission. 

“Go on,” he manages,
his voice harsh in the quiet, almost reluctant. 

The first
note pierces him like an arrow.

The song she
plays is soft, slow. Mournful, woven from the same grief that lives in these
walls. In him. And as he watches her, the movement of her hands on the flute,
the look of concentration on her face, he feels something in his chest begin to
crack.

Tamlin
watches her, unable to tear his gaze away. Watches her hands, watches her lips,
the concentration on her face. The pain of the music, it fills the room. He feels
his throat growing tight. The pain of loss. He knows that pain like an old
friend. His claws dig into his palms as he pushes away bitter memories,
memories of being forced to watch… No, this was not the mockery of music played
back then.

He shouldn't
watch her like this. Shouldn't notice the curve of her neck or the way her hair
falls across her shoulders. Shouldn't feel this stirring of... whatever this
is. She's human. Temporary. A complication he doesn't need. She’ll be leaving
soon, returning to that village, to her damn father and her husband. 

No.

The last note
fades like a dying star, and she lets out a shaky laugh. Silver lines her eyes
- tears of joy, he realizes with a start.

"Do you
like music?" she asks, her voice quiet, her eyes searching his.

Tamlin drags
his thoughts back from dangerous territory. "Yes," he answers
quietly. 

Fool, his mind whispers. Fool.

"Do
you... can you play?"

"Yes."
His voice comes out rough. His jaw tightens and he swallows hard before
continuing. "I haven't played in... a very long time."

She retrieves
the broken neck of some stringed instrument from the floor, the body lying
halfway across the room. "You could fix some of these," she suggests
softly.

"I
could." He stares at the splintered wood in her hands. "But I
haven't. There hasn't been reason to. Not for a long time."

“You said
we’d talk today about… what to do with me. If you’d send me away.”

Tamlin is
silent for a long moment, his gaze meeting hers.

He wants to
tell her that he should send her away, that letting her stay is
something foolish and stupid. Dangerous.

But there’s something
in him, something primal and ancient, which snarls against the thought.
Maybe it’s the wild magic coursing his veins, desperate and unspent after endless
days of forced dormancy. Maybe the beast is simply taking over, fed by too many
nights stalking these empty halls alone. But it’s that same savage instinct
which had drawn him to the kitchen window, that had made him want to bring her
to this room.

Her eyes
widen slightly, waiting. A stab of pain twists again in his chest.

"Stay
here." The words come out quiet, almost against his will. He meets her
gaze, letting her see the steel behind his offer. "Not as a guest. Not as
a refugee.” His voice roughens. "Do what you will with the place. I don't
care."

Her eyes
light with something dangerous — hope, perhaps. He needs to temper that.
"This isn't charity," he adds coldly. "And it isn't permanent.
But for now... for now you can stay. Or go, it’s none of my concern."

He turns to
leave before he can see her reaction, before that silver shimmer in her eyes
can crack his resolve further. But he pauses at the doorway, not looking back.
"The flute is yours. Fix what you can in here, if you wish. Just... don't
expect my company."
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Evelyn
That first
moment in the music room stays with me – the way Tamlin had stiffened when I
picked up the flute, as though expecting me to either break it or flee the room
altogether. I’d chosen a song of mourning not just for him, but for myself, for
all the music I’d thought I’d lost forever. Playing it in his presence was
terrifying and liberating together. No stern-faced music tutors judging my
posture, no Father measuring my performance against his impossible standards.
Just musician and instrument, the way it should be.

I hadn’t
realised — hadn’t even considered — that this place’s emptiness might be the reason for the
hollowness in him. That he’d want to change it. And for some reason, I want
nothing more than to fix it. Rebuilding the estate might rebuild him.
The thought follows me as I wander the halls the next morning, trailing my
fingers along dust-covered walls. Two days ago I'd been ready to die. Today...
today I'm thinking about restoration, about bringing life back to dead things.
The irony isn't lost on me.

I find
cleaning supplies in a forgotten closet - rags, buckets, brooms with bristles
intact enough to be useful. It feels right to start with the music room. I'd
noticed Tamlin's expression when he looked at the broken instruments, like each
splintered piece was a wound. 

The cleaning
is therapeutic in its own way. Each sweep of the broom, each wiped surface,
feels like clearing away pieces of my own darkness. Here, I'm not Lord Nolan's
disappointing daughter or Janus Blackwood's unwilling bride. I'm just... me.
Someone who can make things better, even if only in small ways.

The music
room was a graveyard of broken instruments. As I sort through the wreckage,
trying to understand what each instrument might have once been, questions burn
through my mind. What kind of war would do this? What battle had been
fought in this very room that would lead someone to destroy such beautiful
things? And… why did the High Lord of the Spring Court now live like a wild
creature in his own home, refusing to heal what was broken?

I’d glimpsed
the dormant threads of his magic when he cared to use it. The casual ease with
which he lit the fireplace or warmed the bathtub. I felt it beneath the surface
too, lurking there along with the beast. I supposed he could fix all of this in
a heartbeat, if the will was there. But I knew better than to ask why he hadn’t.
The shadows in Tamlin's eyes when he looked at the shattered remnants of his
domain made me certain the answers would be buried too deeply inside for me to
find. 

I've gathered
the broken instruments into piles - those beyond repair, those that might be
salvaged, and a few that need only minor attention. Some are familiar, yet
others are utterly foreign. One particularly fascinating piece looks like it
might be played with magic itself, rather than hands. The one that looks like
it could have been a violin once catches my eye. It's badly damaged, but the
neck I'd shown Tamlin yesterday matches perfectly with a body I found beneath
an overturned stand. The strings are snapped, the bridge missing, but the wood
itself is beautiful. Deep golden brown, with a pattern in the grain that
reminds me of autumn leaves. Before I quite realize what I'm doing, I'm
carrying it to a cleared table, examining the break. I know nothing about
instrument repair, but I understand music, understand the soul of things that
make beautiful sounds. My fingers trace the crack where neck meets body, and I
find myself humming - the same melody I'd played yesterday, but slower, more
contemplative.

"You can
be fixed," I whisper to the violin. "Like all broken things, if
someone cares enough to try."

I spend the
next hour searching the room methodically, finding pieces I'd missed before.
The bridge has slid under a cabinet. Most of the strings are unsalvageable, but
I find a small box containing spares, preserved by whatever magic keeps some
things in this place from total ruin.

The work is
delicate, requiring all my concentration. It keeps my mind from wandering to
darker places - to memories of Janus’s cruel smile, of Father's cold
disappointment. When those thoughts try to surface, I focus harder on my task.
Each small repair feels like mending a piece of myself.

I'm so
absorbed that I almost miss the shift in the air that tells me Tamlin is near.
Almost. But that strange awareness prickles at the base of my skull, and I
instinctively slide the violin beneath a cloth before the doorway darkens with
his presence. His expression is unreadable as he surveys my progress - the
cleared floors, the sorted piles of instruments, the newly spotless windows
letting in streams of afternoon light.

"I hope
you don't mind," I say softly, not quite meeting those emerald eyes.
"I thought... I thought maybe if we could save even a few things, it might
encourage us to restore more."

Us. The word slips out before I can
catch it. As though we're partners in this restoration, not a broken High Lord
and the equally broken human he's reluctantly allowed to stay.

He doesn't
respond, but I feel his gaze sweep the room, taking in the changes. Something
shifts in the air between us, heavy with unspoken words. Then he's gone again,
silent as a shadow, leaving me with the ghost of his presence and a secret
project waiting beneath its cloth.

Days blur
together in a rhythm of cleaning, fixing, and careful restoration. I hardly see
Tamlin, though I'm always aware of his presence somewhere in the estate or
grounds. He moves like a ghost through his own home, leaving only the faintest
traces of his passing - a door left open that was closed before, footprints –
or paw prints - in the dust I haven't yet cleaned.

The kitchen,
at least, shows signs of his grudging acceptance of my presence. Though he
never appears when I'm cooking, never touches the meals I prepare, I find fresh
ingredients appearing mysteriously overnight. Wild vegetables gathered from who
knows where, fresh-caught fish laid carefully on the stone counter, herbs I
don't recognize but that smell divine. It's a wordless kind of communication -
one that says stay, but don't expect more than this.

I take to
walking in the gardens during the afternoons, once the morning's work is done.
The grounds are wild, thorny roses climbing every available surface, but
there's a strange beauty in their untamed state, even as that insidious death
wilts their leaves and dries their blooms. Sometimes I catch glimpses of golden
fur between the trees, a flash of emerald eyes watching from shadows. I pretend
not to notice, just as I pretend not to notice how he circles closer each day,
like a wary animal gradually accepting a new presence in its territory. The
violin takes shape slowly under my careful hands. I work on it only when I'm
certain he's far from the music room, which is surprisingly easy to know. 

One evening,
as I'm returning from the garden with an armful of late roses - the only ones
not consumed by thorns or rot - I hear music. Not my own humming, which has
become a constant companion, but something else. Something wild and broken and
beautiful. I follow the sound to a part of the estate I haven't explored yet,
but it stops before I can find its source. When I round the corner, I find only
an empty corridor and the lingering echo of whatever instrument had made those
haunting notes.

Time unfurls
strangely here in the Spring Court, as though the hours themselves hesitate,
caught between life and ruin. Days might pass without my notice, or a single
afternoon might stretch like honey dripping from a spoon. I mark time by small
changes - the gradual clearing of dust from unused rooms, the slow healing of
my bruises, the way Tamlin's footsteps sometimes pause outside doors where I'm
working, lingering a moment longer each time before moving on.

It’s as the evening
light is spilling through the window, painting the music room in shades of gold
and shadow, I sense his presence outside the door again. My eyes travel to it,
and I wait long minutes of silence, knowing he stands just on the other side,
mirroring my hesitation. I smile to myself at the way these strange and silent
visits have become an almost soothing presence, letting me know I’m not alone
here. I carry on my work, content with this distant companionship.

This time I
turn my attention to the ruined harp, carefully righting it from where it had
fallen. My fingers trace over the strings - some snapped and frayed, others
still whole and waiting to sing again. One by one, I thread the surviving
strings back through their holes, tightening each until it finds its proper
note. When I finally strum them together, the sound isn't perfect, but there’s
some beauty in that imperfection. My fingers begin to pick out a melody,
something gentle that reminds me of wind dancing through leaves. Without
thinking, I find myself singing along - an old tune whose origin I've long
forgotten.



As my fingers draw melody from the harp, the scent of pine forests and spring
rain wraps around me, blending with the quiet echo of footsteps behind me. And
then, so faint it could be imagined—a sound, low and quiet, like the contented purr
of some great, weary beast.
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Tamlin
Her song
follows him as he stalks away from the music room, each note wrapping around
his chest like thorned vines. He makes it halfway down the corridor before
having to stop, pressing his forehead against cold stone, trying to regain
control of his breathing.

Beautiful.

The word had
almost escaped him. Such a dangerous, foolish thing to even think, let alone
nearly say aloud. He hasn't used that word since—

No. He won't
think of her. Won't compare this to that. This is different. This is
temporary. This is...

His claws
emerge, seeking edges of a mask long gone. A snarl tears from his throat as he
shifts into beast form, needing the simpler emotions, the clearer instincts.
But even with fur and fang, he can't escape the way that melody has wound
itself into his mind, can't ignore how his shattered court feels more alive
with each passing day. His claws catch on a sealed letter as he passes his
study - another from Lucien, like the dozen before it. Still unopened. Still
unwanted. He doesn't need his former emissary's pity or concern, doesn't want
to read whatever carefully worded suggestions the letter contains about
"moving forward" or "healing."

He needs to
leave. He needs to launch himself through the nearest window, broken glass be
damned, and run with the wild dogs of the land or lay in the dirt where all he
can hear is silence and the cold emptiness that has become a cocoon. But he
doesn’t. He’s rooted to the spot, listening to the siren song still flowing
from the music room.

The melody
drifts ethereal and dreamlike, like a stream promising life where there is
none. And her voice... his attention catches on every note as she sings.

Deep
beneath the silver lake

 Where
moonlight fears to go 

There
dwells a lady fair and pale 

In waters
still below

Her sweet
voice continues, weaving the tale of a mysterious female who dwells beneath a
lake, granting wishes to those brave or desperate enough to seek her out. Some
find their glory, others their doom. 

Without
thinking, his instincts carry him back down the corridor, into the music room,
behind her.

“Did you-“
The words come out a growl, and he realises he’s still in his beast form. He
steels himself and switches back to High Fae, trying to scrape together some
shreds of dignity. “That song. Where do you learn it?”



She stops, and the last notes from the harp hang in the air and fade.

“I don’t
know. I learned the song so long ago, I barely remember where it came from. But
it’s beautiful. When I was a child, I’d go down to the lake near our house and
paddle out into the shallows. I thought I'd wait until a handsome warrior
passed my way and shower him in blessings," she lets out a soft laugh, the
sound almost musical. "My nursemaid was furious when she found me,
half-sodden and covered with mud and weeds from the lakebed."

He feels his
lips curve into a faint smile before he can stop himself. He studies her face,
remembering how he found her in the forest that day. Mud and dirt clinging to
her. How she’d still looked-

Don’t.

She continues
before he can finish that dangerous thought. "I was just a child. Head
full of wild dreams and imagination. I'd thought perhaps a handsome prince
would sweep me off my feet, take me far away from the fortress of a house we
lived in." Her laughter fades slightly. "Waiting for a prince. I
don't know what I was waiting for really... but I stopped dreaming once father
arranged my betrothal to Lord Blackwood."

He watches
her smile slowly fade, watches the light go out of her eyes.

He doesn’t
like that look, doesn’t like seeing the happiness disappear from her
expression.

"I'm-"
The words catch in his throat like thorns. "I'm sorry." It feels
inadequate, but they're the first words of genuine sympathy he's offered anyone
in... he can't remember how long. The admission costs him something, though
he's not sure what.

“Don’t be,”
she says, giving him a smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. "If it
weren't for you, I'd be walking down the aisle right now. Or dead. Which was my
preferred choice, until…” she trails off, looking away.

“Until?” He
asks quietly, watching her expression shift, watching her shiver.

His arms ache
to reach for her, to offer comfort. The way he may have done once, before he
realised how dangerous such gestures could be.

He keeps his
arms firmly at his sides.

"Until
you found me and gave me another option to choose from. To stay here." She
plucks idly at a few strings of the harp.

Before he can
stop himself, he reaches for her hand, gently closing his fingers around her
wrist. Her pulse flutters beneath his touch like a trapped bird, and that scent
- flowers and honey and sunlight - threatens to overwhelm him. The urge to pull
her closer, to hold her and never let go, rises with terrifying strength.

He releases
her hand suddenly, as a snarl rises in his chest, a sudden, sharp twist of
self-loathing curling through him, a reminder of what he’s done and what he’s
lost and what he’ll never have again. What he doesn't deserve to have again.

It may have
just been his imagination, but he thinks he sees a flicker of disappointment
on her face. It nearly destroys him. Foolish. Weak. Pathetic. He forces
his hands to his sides, his voice low. The thought stirs something in him - a
need to show her... what? His lands? His failures? Or perhaps just to
keep her talking, keep that light in her eyes that appears whenever she speaks
of music.

“I need to…
show you something.” 

She gives him
a nod of silent permission. He looks at her for a moment, the fading light
falling across her face, the rose gold catching in her hair and making her seem
almost Fae-like.

He forces
himself to look away, to focus on something else.

“This way.”

They walk in
silence through crumbling corridors and up half-ruined stairs. This time the
quiet feels different - not quite comfortable, but no longer oppressive. He
leads her higher, past broken windows where evening wind tugs at their clothes,
until they reach the highest point of one of the manor’s towers.

The balcony
opens to a view that still takes his breath away, even after centuries. The
Spring Court spreads before them like a tapestry, woven from the gold and
crimson of sunset. Rolling hills give way to dense forests, and beyond that,
the shimmer of the lake where her childhood story took place. 

"The
human lands lie that way," he says, pointing southeast where the forests
thin. "Two days' hard ride, if you were to follow the old road." He
doesn't look at her. “Nolan and Blackwood’s men do not venture this far into
Fae territory.” Because I make sure of it, he doesn't add. Because I
patrol those borders myself each dawn, tracking any human scent that dares
cross too close.

Tell her, a voice in his head urges. Tell her how
you circle wider and wider to ensure no human warriors come seeking their
lord's wayward daughter. Tell her how the thought of Blackwood's men finding
her makes your fur stand on end.

Instead, he
says, "You should know your way back. Should you choose to leave."
The words taste like ash in his mouth.

She turns to
him, sunset painting her skin in warm gold. "Is that what you want? For me
to leave this place?"

The question
hangs between them like smoke. Down in the gardens, roses lift their faces to
the dying light. Somewhere in the distance, a nightbird begins its evening
song. His body hums with awareness of her - her scent, her warmth, the way her
pulse quickens when he moves closer.

"I
want..." The words stick in his throat. I want you to stay. I want your
music to fill these halls forever. I want to deserve the way you look at me,
like I might be something more than the monster I've become.

"I want
you to have a choice," he says finally. "More of a choice than you
had before."

The last
light of day catches in her eyes, turning them to molten gold. For a moment,
she looks almost Fae - ancient and wild and beautiful. His chest tightens with
something that feels dangerously like hope.

She’s looking
up at him again, her eyes wide. He studies her face for a moment, watching the
way the wild hair falls around her face, the soft skin of her neck, bared under
the thin fabric.

Without
conscious thought, his hand rises to her face, carefully, gently, taking the
delicate curve of her chin in his hand and tilting her face up to meet his. He
can hear the way her breathing catches when his hand touches her face, the way
the pulse in her neck races like a trapped bird’s wings. She’s so small under
his hands, so fragile.

He can
suddenly feel all the reasons this is a terrible idea, the words playing like a
broken record in his mind.

She’s small
and fragile and human and beautiful.

Fool.

Her lips look
so soft.

And humans
die so easily, break so easily, slip through immortal fingers like water.

Tamlin can
feel her heartbeat quickening through her chest, the pulse of blood roaring in
his ears as he takes in the look in her eyes. Not dying eyes, he tells himself. Not glazing over with
death while he watches helplessly. Just alive and warm and looking up at him
like this is something new, like she’s terrified. He wonders, with a stab
of pain, if she’s even been touched gently before.

It’s not what
Tamlin wants to think about. Doesn’t want to imagine what that animal had done
to her. Would do to her. And now he’s touching her, cupping her chin in
his hand, her skin soft and smooth under his touch. He doesn’t deserve to.

He swallows
hard, his gaze flickering over her face. Gods, she’s beautiful.

“Tamlin…”
Hearing his name in her voice, spoken in that soft tone, sounds like the
sweetest melody. He feels something give out in his chest at the sound of it.
He freezes as she continues. “I’ll stay. I want to.”

His other
hand comes up to frame her face, and his fragile control begins to slip, wild
instinct surging to take over. That urge - to pull her closer, to claim her
mouth with his own - rises with terrifying strength. 

He brings his
face closer to hers, slowly, carefully, watching the look in her eyes, wanting
to see the moment when she panics, the moment when she realizes she’s caught in
a trap. The moment she runs away and leaves him forever.

Another face
flashes in his mind - pale with death, blood trickling from lips as a broken
neck snapped back into place. The memory hits him like a physical blow, making
his hands shake.

Tight anxiety
seizes in his chest, and he suddenly lets out a harsh, choked laugh.

“What’s
wrong?” The spell breaks, and he sees awareness snap back into her eyes as
though she’s just awoken from some trance.

Everything, he wants to say. Nothing.
Instead, he lets his hands fall away, though every instinct screams at him to
pull her closer. Tamlin laughs again, sharp, dry. Gods, what was he doing?

He hadn’t
been about to…

He had.
Or had started to.

By the Mother,
what was wrong with him?

This isn't
real, he tells himself harshly. It's just instinct - base, primal Fae instinct
responding to a female in his territory. To her vulnerability. To the way she
looks at him like he might be something worth saving. He'd learned the hard way
how dangerous that look could be, how easily trust could turn to dirt.

"You
don't understand," he said roughly, suddenly forcing himself to release
her and pull away. The beast in his chest howls in protest, but he couldn't...
wouldn't... let those instincts rule him again. Not after everything they'd
cost him.

She catches
his hand before he can retreat completely. "I don't understand because you
haven't told me." 

He feels her
fingers close around it, her touch feeling like fire against his skin. He goes
perfectly still, frozen like a wild animal caught in a hunter’s snare. He
studies her face a moment before speaking, voice raw with an honesty he can’t
quite hold back anymore. 

“You don’t
understand. You’ve seen how I live now. You haven’t seen what it was like…
before,” he says softly. “I spent centuries as one of the most powerful High
Fae on this continent. I held a court, ruled a land known for its riches. I was
wealthy, feared, respected and obeyed.” He glances away again. “Worshipped.”

Tamlin feels
his chest tighten again, that cold gnawing at it. “That life is gone.” He
confirms quietly. “But not by choice.” That bitter edge to his voice rises
again. “I spent years, centuries, building my life, my court, my reputation.
And it was stolen from me. That life was mine, and it was ripped away.”

He’s silent
for a long moment, his jaw tensing. “I was left with a ruined estate. A ruined
life. A ruined self.”

Her brow
furrows. “Then make it anew.” She’s quiet. Understanding. He doesn’t deserve
her understanding. Her pity. “We can rebuild it. I thought… I was
ruined. And now I’m not so sure.”

He takes in
the look on her face, the determination in her voice. He almost wants to laugh.
She was so tiny, so fragile, so broken. And yet she was determined to stay. She
was going to try and rebuild his life, rebuild his court. 

She was, without a doubt, completely foolish.

“I want to
help. Even if it’s just filling this place with music to keep the silence and
shadows at bay. I’ll help. It’ll help me.” 

He glances at
her hand, her fingers so small and pale against his own, so fragile. Yet
holding as surely as chains. Part of him – that wild, primal part that recognises
her in a way he refuses to acknowledge – wants to pull her close again, to
finish what he’d almost started. To claim. To keep. 

But the rest
of him remembers what happened the last time he’d tried to keep someone. The
last time he’d let himself believe in forever. 

It was
ridiculous. So ridiculous.

But then
there was that look in her eyes, that determination in her voice. That scent
that called to him like spring itself.

He takes a
deep breath, steeling himself. Fool, his mind hisses again. She is
going to break you. She is going to ruin you.

The look on
her face, the feel of her fingers in his, it pushes the voices aside. For a
moment, at least.

A sharp,
unexpected laugh escapes him, followed by the faintest hint of a smile.

The sound
surprises him. He hasn’t heard himself laugh in what feels like a lifetime. The
sound is rusty, and rough, and foreign to his own ears.

“Help, then.”
He says, his voice still low. 
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Evelyn
The High Lord
had laughed. Though it was more the bark of a wild animal than a laugh,
it was genuine and rich and had taken me by surprise. My heart had swelled with
something like joy. Seeing him like that… I swore I saw light in his eyes for
the first time. Life. A hint of what might be trapped beneath all that ice and
hardness. I realise I’d do anything to see what that faint hint of a smile
would look like widening into something genuine and warm.

We stay on
the balcony until the sun sets and the stars begin to wink into existence.

“This place…”
he says, eyes scanning how the land folds into soft forested hills beneath the
moonlight. “You should see it in the daylight. It’s-“ He falters, as though
trying to explain. “You should. I want you to see it in the daylight. Tomorrow.
We will go wherever you want.”

My heart
stutters. He wants to actually spend time with me. I can’t help beaming at him.
“Show me your favourite parts. I want to see them.” I say, my eyes taking in the
way his hair seems less wild today, his beard clipped. As though he’s… made
some attempt at grooming. "I want to hear about it all, too. I want to
learn about the Spring Court, Prythian, Fae magic, you..." I
inadvertently emphasise the last word more than I intended. "All of it.
I’m looking forward to it.” I smile, and I mean it.

He stares
back at me as though he can’t quite believe I’d take an interest in learning
more about him and this strange world I’d found myself in.

“You should
get some sleep,” he says, his voice quiet. Something in his voice betrays that he
won’t be getting any sleep himself tonight.

"I was
hoping we could stay out here until sunrise," I say with a small smirk,
hoping to tease another faint smile from him.

Instead, I
see his green eyes flicker with surprise, and it looks like he might actually
agree – until… his expression shutters again. “No.”

My heart
falls in my chest, though I shouldn’t have expected anything else from him,
until he reaches out a hand to me. I look from his hand to his face before
slowly extending my own out to take his. My pulse quickens as our skin
connects.

Then…

A shattering
rush of light engulfs us, and suddenly we’re right there in my chamber, the
silence echoing with the impossible. I stumble backwards, though he hasn’t let
go of my hand, steadying me instead. 

“How did you do
that?” I ask, awe-struck as the startled cry dies in my throat. I realise,
as my heart rate reigns back under control, I have no idea just how much magic
can do, what else the High Lord might be capable of other than warming baths
and lighting fires. 

“It’s called
winnowing.” He answers, turning away and crossing the room to the door. “It’s a
form of magic that lets you travel through space. Like a doorway. It… comes in
handy.” 

He looks back
at me and I see that faint curl of a smile again, and my heart almost stops. 

“Also useful
for scaring the hell out of little human females.” His grin grows wicked.

***

Dawn wakes me
from dreams filled with the promise of leaf-filtered sunlight, birdsong and
hope. My first thought, as I blink awake, is of last night. The High Lord
taking me to the tower balcony, the way the sunset gilded every corner of his
land and made it seem perhaps as beautiful as he remembered it being once. Perhaps
they still were that to him, somewhere deep in his heart.



I take a little extra care than usual as I dress, carefully brushing out my
hair and weaving in a few daisies I’d found peppering the lawn. I’d been
surprised to find the little blooms. Maybe the land was healing after all,
death slowly releasing its choking grip. Or maybe seasons here were just
different to how they work in our mortal lands. In the armoire, I find a lilac dress
with a fabric that has the texture of soft petals. Tiny butterflies are woven
along the hem and neckline that almost seem to flutter, and a flash of richer
violet peeks from beneath the bodice, spilling down to the floor like trailing
wisteria.

I cross to
the doorway and make my way downstairs and to the main entrance hall, stopping
along the way to collect my finished secret project. I tuck the
carefully-wrapped violin with care under my arm, and set out to look for Tamlin.
That strange instinct within seems to guide me as I pass through the rooms - don't
look in the house, he isn't here, go outside - and I tug a heavy cloak
around my shoulders as I step into the Spring morning.

The overgrown
gardens are empty, but I catch that earthy scent of grass under spring rain,
the same scent of him. I don't know if it's my imagination, and I look -
but I don't see him. Not here, at least. Not unless he's beyond the gate out
there deeper in the territory. The territory of the Spring Court he'd promised
to show me today.

The morning
is beautiful, but I hardly notice. As I walk through the gardens, I try to
piece together my thoughts.

Last night… I
thought I’d seen a spark of something new within his eyes. The way he’d almost laughed.
He’d teased me. And that magic he’d used – winnowing. And Gods, had
we almost…? I realise I’d had the privilege to see glimpses of who he truly was
underneath all the pain and hurt and defences he’d built up. 

Just then, I
feel a metallic taste in the air which seems to ripple, almost like lightning
about to strike. I'd felt the same just before Tamlin had winnowed us. I look
around, but I don't see Tamlin. I see –

The air seems
to thicken, darkness gathering like spilled ink. Star-flecked shadows seep over
the steps to the manor, only a short distance away from me. Like night itself
is pouring in from this one point, a power ancient and vast as the cosmos
itself pressing against my skin.

I duck behind
a nearby rosebush, not foolish enough to stay out here exposed. As I hide, I
feel that familiar presence of Tamlin nearby, and something shifts in the air
around me – his magic, though I don’t understand why. I try to keep myself
hidden from view by the vines as a figure materialises from that living
darkness, shadows clinging to him like a second skin. A Fae male figure.

Just like
with Tamlin, I can feel power radiating from him, the way darkness
trails his every movement and tiny stars wink in and out of existence around
him. His night-black hair and elegant clothing absorb the morning light, as
though even the sun fears to touch them. I know this is undoubtedly another
High Lord. I find myself cataloguing the differences, trying to understand the
dynamics of their world.

I try to hold
my breath from my hiding place behind the bush. It's probably useless - Fae
hearing is too keen, too ruthless for him not to have noticed me, or scented
me, or...

But the
dark-haired male stops as he nears, a slight smile playing on his lips as
though enjoying a private joke, and he turns. Turns back the other direction,
up the stairs and to the broken oak front door. He stops and pulls a tiny brass
lever, and a bell rings out clearly inside. The male lingers at the doorway for
a few moments. I hear a quiet growl in the other direction, and the Fae’s head
whips round to face the source. Recognition crosses his features, and his smile
widens. 

“Finally,”
the male says, his voice carrying easily across the distance, rich with
amusement. “Finally you grace me with your presence. Though I must say, Tamlin,
the gardens are looking particularly savage today. Rather like their master.”

The barb is
elegant, the kind that would draw polite titters at a human court while holding
deadly intent. Yet, there’s something else in his tone – not quite concern, yet
I’ve heard Father negotiate enough treaties to recognise when someone is
pushing for a reaction rather than truly seeking to wound.

Tamlin stalks
forward, fur bristling, claws unsheathed, his beast form poised like a loaded
trap. Another growl of warning rumbles in his chest, one that warns stay out
of my territory, but the other High Lord just laughs, hands stuffed into
his pockets as he makes his way towards him.

“I’ve been
making quite a few visits here recently, haven’t I?” he drawls as he
approaches, and he sounds like he’s just making small talk. Like it’s just a casual
chat, and they’re friends. But the way Tamlin’s hackles rise, the way he stares
him down with a murderous intent tells me these males are nowhere near friends.
“One might almost think you’re avoiding me. I’m hurt, truly.”

“Rhysand,”
the beast rumbles, advancing. “Why are you here?”

Rhysand stops
just a couple of paces for him, his violet eyes gleaming with starlight as they
meet Tamlin’s green. “Well,” the High Lord says, examining his nails with
exaggerated boredom. “As usual, I’m here to see how you’re faring. I must say,
the air feels… different here today. Less stale, perhaps. Have you been gardening,
Tam? It looks like spring might actually remember how to bloom here, for once.”

I keep so
still in the rose bush I think I may have become part of the plant itself. Then
I realise - the scent of Tamlin's magic, it's all around me. He's done
something to hide me here, so this other High Lord doesn't notice my presence.

I glance
between the two, relief washing over me at the sight of Tamlin - then concern,
as he's in his beast form, golden fur caught on twigs and dirt as though he's
been that way all night and... the way this Rhysand speaks to him, I can feel
the tension in the air.

Tamlin’s ears
pin back against his head, the rumble of a growl constant in his throat. “Why
do you care how I’m ‘faring’?”

“Because I’m
your fellow High Lord, and that makes it my business to know,” Rhysand replies,
his hands still in his pockets as darkness swirls at his feet. “Because it
pains me to see you destroying your lands and yourself like this, wasting away
to nothing in your self-loathing.”

Something in
that last word makes Tamlin snarl. “I didn’t destroy my lands. Your mate
saw to that herself.”

“My
mate didn’t make you destroy them,” Rhysand answers, his voice carrying
centuries of patience and composure. “You did. Just as you’re choosing to let
them rot now.”

I thread
together the knowledge in my head, piecing together the puzzle alongside the
scant information Tamlin had already given me. Rhysand’s mate – whatever that
meant – I wonder if she was involved in this war Tamlin spoke of. 

Tamlin growls
again. “Feyre made me—" and he stops with a choked snarl, as though the
words catch in his throat. “It doesn’t matter. Why do you care if I let this
court rot away?”

“Because,”
Rhysand says again. “Prythian still needs a Spring Court. And the land needs
the High Lord. Not an empty palace and neglected woods crawling with feral
beasts. Yours is the only territory sharing a border with the human lands, and
any threat from that region would come to Prythian through the Spring Court
first. And I think... I think you still care about this place, more than you're
willing to admit.”

“I,”
Tamlin snarls, “will not be taking orders from you, High Lord of Night. I will
not submit to your will or give up my court. I do not need your pity or advice
or whatever bullshit you’re doing by coming here over and over again
like a godsdamned fly-“

Rhysand
stands maddeningly calm, his hands still stuffed into his pockets. “I’m not
trying to give you orders, Tamlin. I’m asking you to get off your arse
and do something, to start caring for this place. You used to be a good
High Lord.”

“Then,”
Tamlin snaps, “I made the mistake of trusting a human female with my heart.
I’ll never make that mistake again.”

Still hidden
in the bushes, my heart twists painfully. His words are like lightning, sharp and
final.

I'll never
make that mistake again.

Never.

Never.

My visceral
reaction to his words almost takes me by surprise as the tears threaten to
sting my eyes. I want to run back inside, away, want to be anywhere else, but I
can't. I'm transfixed, not just by Tamlin's magic hiding me here, but...

“If you think
there's anything left of me to care with, then you're mistaken. I've lost
everything. So if you're done with your pointless little speeches, then you can
go. Go back to the Night Court and tell all of Prythian that the Spring Court
has fallen."

Rhysand
doesn’t move. “I won’t tell them that,” he says quietly.

Through the
thorns, the High Lord of the Night Court turns his head, so smoothly it might
never have happened. He looks at me, and I swear those violet eyes
filled with starlight see through Tamlin’s concealing magic. His lips curve
almost imperceptibly into a knowing smile, which truly unsettles me. I
recognise that expression, the look of someone who sees all the pieces on a
board. Yet… I’d never seen it carry that hint of hope. Then he turns
back, his expression as neutral as though nothing had happened at all.
“Fascinating how spring brings new life,” he murmurs, “Even in the most
unexpected places.”

Tamlin’s
hackles rise again, as though he’s ready to fight. “If nothing I’ve said will
get you to leave, then maybe—"

“I’m not
talking about the court,” Rhysand cuts him off before he can even finish. “I’m
talking about you. I’m trying to tell you that you haven’t lost
everything. Though you seem determined to convince yourself otherwise.” His
voice drops lower. “Some prisons, old friend, we build ourselves.”

Tamlin’s
mouth opens, but before he can respond darkness begins gathering around Rhysand
once more. “Do try not to destroy anything too precious this time, Tam,” he
says, and then dissolves into star-scattered shadow, leaving only the echo of
his knowing laugh behind.

I can feel
the magic slipping away from around me, unrooting me from the spot behind the
rose bush, unmasking me.

But I don't
move. The words from the conversation between the two High Lords still whirl
through my head. Tamlin's words.

I made the
mistake of trusting a human female with my heart.

Never
again.

If you
think there's anything left for me to care with, you're mistaken.

I can feel
the tears on my face. Stupid, silly girl. I think about last night. Idiot.
I think about how much my heart aches for the Tamlin I saw inside last
night, the unguarded one, laughing and teasing and how close he’d been to...

Never
again, he'd said. And
I realize I'm still clutching the violin, a gift for a male who’s locked his
heart away, who’s vowed never to trust another human again.
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Tamlin
Tamlin
doesn't move for what feels like an eternity after Rhysand's departure. The
morning air grows thick with his own magic—wild and untamed as his beast form, crackling
with the tension of his warring instincts. Every muscle in his massive body
strains against itself: the urge to flee warring with the need to turn and face
what he's done.

He doesn't
want to turn around. He doesn't want to see her. Doesn’t want to face the
shattered consequences of words spoken in pride and fear and bitter memory. But
her scent - flowers and honey and morning light - wraps around him like chains,
forcing him to acknowledge her presence.

The sight of
tears rolling down her cheeks hits him like an ash-wood stake through the
heart. Each silvery track catches the spring sunlight, turning her grief into
something terrible and beautiful. He hates it — hates that he's the cause,
hates how the sight makes something deep in his chest crack and bleed.

Gods help
him, but he can't take his eyes off her. The lilac dress clings to her form
like morning mist, the fabric shifting with each shaky breath. His claws dig
into his palms, fighting the urge to go to her, to gather her against him and
brush those tears away. To feel the softness of her skin again, to bury his
face in her hair and breathe in that intoxicating scent that fills him with
life and hope and everything he'd sworn to forget. 

“How much of it
did you hear?" The words feel like thorns dragged from his throat.

She wipes her
eyes furiously, refusing to meet his gaze. The gesture is so achingly human, so
vulnerable, that he nearly whimpers.  “All of it. I was looking for you.”

Tamlin goes
cold.

The
realization hits him that she heard every bitter word, every cruel declaration.
Never again, he’d said. Nothing left to care with. He sees the truth it written
on her face, in the tight line of her mouth and the way her fingers tremble.
He’d denied any possibility of trust, whatever had been growing between them
reduced to nothing more than another mistake he’d never get the chance to
repeat.

She’ll leave
now, he thinks with devastating certainty. Run back to the human lands, face
whatever hell she’d fled from over staying here with his cruelty and misery,
and the realisation crushes him.

Words crowd
his throat. He wants to tell her that he didn’t mean it, that he’d been lying
to Rhysand, to himself, that he’d been trying to-to- to what? Protect himself?
Protect her? From what? From the broken monster he’d become, the one who
destroys everything he touches?

“Why,”
he manages instead, the word barely more than a growl. “Why were you looking
for me?”

"You'd
promised to take me around the grounds today," Her voice is almost a
whisper, like the last note of a dying song.

Self-loathing
crashes through him with the force of a tidal wave, sweeping away even the
briefest hope. Fool. Thrice-damned fool. He should have known she’d
come looking for him, should have controlled his tongue, should have done
anything but confirm her worst fears about the monster she’d started to trust.

Something
within him twists and hardens again like winter frost, iron walls slamming down
around his heart to block out the growing pain. For the first time in countless
days, the walls feel more like a prison than protection.

“That was
last night,” he says, letting ice coat his words. “You were last night.”

The moment
the words leave his mouth, he wants to call them back. Wants to snatch them
from the air and crush them to dust. But it's too late—he watches them strike
her like physical blows, watches whatever fragile thing had been growing
between them shatter.

He doesn’t
want to let himself take another step closer to her. He can’t. He can’t get
himself into this again, he can’t risk it.

She stifles a
sob, the sound slipping out like a knife against his chest, and without another
whisper she turns on her heels and flees through the gardens, a few stray tears
glittering through the air behind her in the morning light.

She’s
leaving.

Every
instinct screams at him to follow. His muscles bunch, ready to spring after her
- he knows he’s swifter than her by far and could outpace her in heartbeats.
Stop her from leaving. Explain. Make her stay. The need to chase is so strong
it makes his bones ache. 

But then he
remembers her tears, the raw pain on her face. Remembers the last time he’d
tried to keep, and how that had ended. His paws root themselves to the
ground as surely as if they’d grown into the earth.

He can’t go
after her. Can’t risk destroying another life with his selfishness, his need,
his broken attempts at caring.

It’s a
beautiful day, but Tamlin doesn’t notice any of it. The birdsong in the air
feels like mockery.

He remains
frozen by the gate, still in his beast form, watching her figure grow smaller
as she disappears into the woods. Every step she takes feels like another piece
being torn from his chest. The urge to follow nearly overwhelms him again – to
run after her, to explain, to apologise, to beg her to understand that his
words to Rhysand were from fear, not truth.

But he
doesn’t.

He stays,
letting her go, telling himself it's better this way. Better to end it now,
before she can wound him more deeply. Before he can wound her more deeply. The
beast in him whines, a sound of pure anguish that echoes off the manor walls.

Let her go,
he tells himself. Let her find whatever happiness she can, far from this cursed
place. Far from him.

He doesn't
move until long after she's vanished from sight, until the sun has climbed high
enough to cast his shadow like a dark stain across the grounds. Only then does
he shift back to his Fae form, each bone and muscle protesting the change as
though his body itself rebels against returning to this shape that knows how to
feel, how to hurt.

A bundle lies
forgotten in the grass where she dropped it in her flight, barely visible in
the shadows. Wrapped in soft cloth, it looks as out of place as he feels in
this hollow estate. Something about it catches his attention—a familiar shape
beneath the fabric, and a scent... His hands tremble slightly as he bends to
retrieve it, unwrapping the layers with a care that betrays him.

A fiddle.

His fiddle.

The one he'd
played during those endless spring nights, when music had filled these halls
with joy instead of silence. When he'd played for another human female who'd
brought life to his court, before everything shattered. He'd destroyed it
himself in a fit of rage after... after. Had watched his own claws tear through
the wood like it was nothing, adding its broken pieces to all the other
wreckage of his life.

But now...

His fingers
trace the restored wood, the careful repairs evident in every inch. She must
have spent hours on it, working in secret to piece it back together. The grain
still shows its scars, but they've been sealed with precise care, as though she
understood that healing doesn't mean erasing the wounds completely.

The strings
are new, he realizes. She'd even managed to find the right kind, probably
searching through the ruins of the music room while he prowled his empty halls.
His throat tightens as he imagines her working alone, determination in those
delicate hands as she restored this piece of him he'd thought lost forever.

She'd meant
to give it to him today, he understands with crushing clarity. Had been looking
for him not just because of his promise to show her the grounds, but to return
this part of himself he'd thrown away.

His fingers
curl around the fiddle’s neck, and for a moment he considers following in his
past self's footsteps—letting rage take over, destroying it again, adding one
more broken thing to his collection of failures.

Not this
time.

Instead, he
cradles it against his chest like something precious, this physical proof that
broken things can be mended. That someone had cared enough to try.

And his heart
splinters anew.
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Evelyn
I push
through the gate shutting the gardens off from the forests outside, and I run. My
dress snags on thorns and vines, each tear matching the ones inside my chest. I
don't care about the branches whipping my face or the stones cutting my feet
through thin slippers. I need distance—enough space between myself and those
words that I might be able to piece my thoughts back into something resembling
order.

I’d first
came into these woods – his woods – begging for death. He’d refused me
and given me a reason to live instead. A promise of life that wasn’t torment
and abuse.

And somehow,
foolishly, I’d let myself believe it was possible.

All this had
just been a dream. A foolish dream that was now over.

I reach the
first tree as the lands turn to forest and stop to catch my breath. My legs
finally give out and I collapse against rough bark, choking on sobs that taste
of betrayal.

I'll never
make the mistake of loving a human again. Never again. His words to Rhysand echo brutally in
my head, the cold harshness of them like winter frost crystallising in my veins.

You were last night.

Gods, that's
all it was? But.. of course I was. Of course I was. That moment I thought I’d
felt between us – the way his eyes softened when we spoke, the way our lips had
been so close - just a temporary distraction from his pain and misery and
bitterness.

If that's all
I was to him—a brief respite from his suffering—did I care? My heart twists
again as I wrestle with the churning thoughts. 

I don’t care,
not about how he feels for me. No, I decide fiercely. I hadn’t been
rebuilding my life here for him. I’d been doing it for myself. Creating,
restoring and living for myself, not him. On my own terms,
for the first time.

But still...
I'd just wanted to see him smile again. To watch that ice in his eyes melt into
something warmer, something real.

I feel a
cruel ache inside as I think of the wrapped violin I’d abandoned on the ground
outside the manor. Gods, maybe I’d done it to him, too, knowing he was broken
and needed care. Run away and left him at the first sign of deeper damage, the
first splinter. Hadn’t I known he was wounded? Hadn’t I seen the scars he
carried?

I turn back
to the gate, towards the manor. An unfamiliar voice freezes me mid-step. 

“Well,
well,”. The words slither through the air like oil on water, cold and cruel and
definitely not belonging to either High Lord I'd heard earlier. “What do we
have here?”

I whirl to
face the owner of the voice and my eyes widen. Fae - but not High Fae. His eyes
are jet black pits with no whites visible, and through a mouth set in scaled
skin I can see the flash of razor-sharp teeth gleaming like needles.

"Human,"
the stranger continues in that same cruel tone of voice, his gaze crawling over
my body. "What are you doing out here, wandering around all
alone..."

“I’m-“ I
start, then realise I have no explanation. Fear grips me with iron fingers.
This is it, I think with bitter clarity. This is the death I’d first come
seeking. The dream was over, wasn’t it? I should welcome this ending.

Only… I
didn’t want to die anymore. And as the realisation hits me, fresh terror comes
along with it.

A sharp, cold
laugh falls from the male’s lips. "That's what I thought." The Fae
takes a step closer, then another. "What a pretty little thing you are,
and all aloooone..."

The way he draws
out the word grates down my spine like claws on bone. “I’m not alone,” I lie.
In truth, I have no idea where Tamlin is. Not after I ran from him. Left him.
My heart breaks again. Maybe I deserve this.

He said he’d
never trust again. Would never care again. That I was just last night. 

No. The thought comes with surprising
force. Even if he doesn't care, I do. "Stay away from me," I snarl,
with a ferocity that surprises even myself.

The Fae
laughs again, the sound like breaking glass. “No,” he steps even closer, close
enough that his rancid breath washes over my face. “I want a taste of that
soft, soft skin of yours…”

He closes the
distance between us in an instant, grabbing hold of my wrist with bruising
force. My eyes widen, and for a horrifying moment it’s Janus’s grip I feel, Janus’s
cruel face leering towards me. I stumble backwards, trying and failing to pull
free from his grip, his shark-like teeth, his hungry, hungry expression, but he
follows my retreat until my back hits a tree. A scream rips from my lungs,
echoing through the forest.

The Fae
presses against me, pinning my wrists above my head with one scaled hand so
it’s impossible for me to move. He pauses, his nostrils flaring as he scents
the air. “Do you belong to the High Lord, little human?” he asks, his lips
pulling back from his teeth in a mockery of a smile.

Only last
night, maybe, the
voice in my mind taunts me with disgust.

You ran
away. You knew he was broken, you knew he didn’t mean to say those things and
you ran another part
of me cries in response.

I lift my
chin, meeting those black-pit eyes with fire in my own as I say “Yes.”

His laugh is
as cruel as winter frost. “Then let’s play a little game to see how much he
cares about you.”

The thought
sends ice through my veins. He cares about nothing, the bitter voice in
my mind taunts again. 

Then I
have nothing left to lose.

I struggle,
but it's useless against his inhuman strength. His scaled palm covers my mouth,
cutting off my screams and scraping my lips raw. "I'm going to enjoy every
moment of this," he whispers, face inches from mine, breath reeking of
rotting flesh and seawater. "You're just my taste..."

I try to
scream again and nothing comes out but a muffled groan as I kick and twist,
fighting with everything I have. But it’s no use – he has me completely trapped,
as he forces his mouth onto mine. I squeeze my eyes shut and clamp my jaw
tight, but his stench overwhelms me, and his too-long fingers are touching me,
and I can't move and Tamlin isn't coming and maybe I should just give up and—

The world
explodes into golden fury.

I barely
register what happens as a massive form crashes into my attacker with the force
of a lightning strike. The impact sends us both sprawling, but I'd know that
golden fur anywhere.
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Tamlin
Never.

The word
pounds through Tamlin's mind with each thundering heartbeat as he tears through
the forest. Her scent pulls him forward like a hook buried in his chest—honey
and flowers now soured with terror. The beast howls, claws tearing great
furrows in the earth as he runs.

Gods, he's
such a fool. He knew this would happen. Had felt it in his bones the moment
she’d fled into his territory alone and unprotected. Tamlin can't even think.
The part of him still capable of rational thought drowns beneath waves of
primal instinct. All that exists is the need to reach her.

He tears
through the woods, his ears pinned back, his heart pounding.

There. Her
scent.

Her scent
grows stronger, closer, and with it comes the metallic tang of fear. Raw.
Desperate. Wrong. This isn't the gentle fear-scent she'd carried when
she first entered his woods seeking death. This is prey-fear, sharp and
violent, coating his tongue like poison.

And then – 

There – a
flash of lilac through the trees. The sound of a struggle. A muffled cry that
sets every nerve in his massive body aflame.

Tamlin
doesn't hesitate.

He's running,
breaking through the underbrush like a storm given flesh.

Tamlin breaks
free of the trees, his eyes locking on the scene laid out before him which
burns into his mind in terrible clarity – scaled hands on pale skin,
needle-teeth against soft lips, her body pinned beneath this creature who dares
to touch what is his -- He doesn't have to think.

He lunges.

He launches
himself at the lesser Fae with the full fury of a High Lord's power. The impact
sounds like thunder, his claws finding purchase in scaled flesh as he tears the
creature off her. Every movement is pure instinct, every slash of claw and snap
of fang driven by a rage so deep it threatens to consume him entirely.

A fury
burns in his chest, in every bone of his body.

The lesser
Fae gets one glimpse of what he's awakened—golden fur bristling with power,
green eyes blazing like witch-fire, ancient magic crackling through the air
like lightning.

What follows
isn’t combat – it’s execution. Tamlin tears at the creature with every ounce of
bottled power, every inch of rage and agony he’s carried since his court fell.
The lesser Fae struggles desperately, trying to push back, but against
this unleashed power he may as well be tying to stop an avalanche with bare
hands.

Then Tamlin's
claws sink into the Fae’s throat with a sickening gurgle.

Tamlin
positions himself between her and the violence, an instinct as old as his bones
driving him to shield her from the sight.

When it's
done, when the forest falls silent save for her ragged breathing, he forces
himself to be still. To remember how to be more than just teeth and claws and
killing rage. The sound of her retching cuts through him like a blade. Gods,
he'd almost been too late. The beast in him whines, desperate to go to her, to
gather her close and check every inch of her for injury. To bury his face in
her hair and breathe in her scent until the terror-notes fade.

Tamlin wants so
many things, wants a million things, but—

But he
doesn't deserve that right. Not after what he'd said, how he'd driven her out
here alone. He'd destroyed whatever fragile thing had been growing between them
with his own fangs and now she's paying the price for his cowardice.

The thought
makes him go cold as she looks up at him, and he tears his gaze away from her. 

“You came.”
Her whisper slices through his self-recrimination like summer lightning.

His breath
catches, the sound almost a whimper. Her voice—that voice he'd thought he might
never hear again. The voice that had filled his halls with song, had dared to
laugh at his surliness, had spoken his name like it wasn't a curse.

He forces
himself to meet her gaze. Those hazel eyes that had looked at him and seen
something worth saving, now shadowed with lingering fear and pain. Pain he'd
caused, long before the lesser Fae had touched her.

Tamlin
doesn't say anything, afraid that if he speaks he'll be the one to start
sobbing.

"Thank
you," she manages, and the gratitude in her voice nearly breaks him. 

A thousand
responses crowd his throat, fighting to escape: I'm sorry. Forgive me. I didn't
mean it. Stay. Please stay. I'll spend eternities making up for those words if
you'll just stay.

But he can't
force any of them past his lips. Can't trust himself to speak when every
instinct screams at him to gather her close and never let go. To hell with his
walls and his fear and his promises of never again.

So he stands
there, silent, as his heart splinters into pieces sharp enough to draw blood.
The beast in his chest howls in agony, mourning something he's too much of a
coward to name.

She struggles
to her feet, and his muscles lock to keep from reaching for her. Her dress—the
one that had caught the morning light so beautifully—is torn and stained with
dirt and something darker. The daisies she'd woven into her hair that morning
lie scattered and crushed on the forest floor.

"We
should..." Her voice breaks, and she swallows hard before trying again.
"We should go back."

The words
snap him into motion. Yes. Back to the manor. Back to safety. Every
instinct screams at him to scoop her into his arms and winnow them there
instantly, but... no. He can’t touch her. Won’t let himself. Instead, he shifts
to walk beside her, keeping enough distance that she won't feel crowded but
close enough to catch her if she stumbles. His beast form's shoulders nearly
brush the lower branches, creating a golden barrier between her and the deeper
woods.

Each step
feels like walking on broken glass. The silence between them stretches. Behind
them, dawn birds begin to sing again, as though trying to pretend nothing has
happened in their forest. As though the ground isn't stained with violence and
regret.
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Evelyn
The trembling
slowly leaves my limbs as we walk, though memory of scaled hands lingers like
phantom touches on my skin. Save for the horrific taste of rotting flesh in my
mouth, I'm surprisingly unharmed. Tamlin won't look at me. The few glances I've
caught from those emerald eyes swim with pain and confusion and something
darker—hatred, I'm certain, directed at me for running.

But even if
he doesn't—can't—ever care for me, something resolves itself in my heart: I
won't abandon him again. Not like that. Not when I'd seen the wounded creature
beneath all that ice, however briefly.

We walk in
that oppressive silence from when we'd first met, those stone barriers firmly
back in place around the male I'd had the cruel misfortune to glimpse beyond
them. The same male who'd just torn apart another Fae to protect me, despite
everything.

Birds weave
their songs through the canopy above, keeping their own counsel while spring
wind whispers through blossoming trees. It should be peaceful. I try to
distract myself from the ache in my chest by listening to their melody,
imagining how I might capture it in music. The flow would suit the flute, or
perhaps the harp's gentle strings... A song I'd play, and Tamlin would hear it,
and his eyes would light up as they had last night, then he'd cross the room
and his lips would—

I cut the
thought off savagely. Idiot. Haven't you learned?

"Tamlin..."
His name breaks the silence like glass, more fragile than I'd intended. It
comes out hesitant, afraid he'll command me to address him as High Lord, or
worse, order me never to speak to him again.

He doesn't
answer. Doesn't even twitch an ear in acknowledgment. The pain in my chest
spreads like poison. 

“I’m sorry
for running,” I say, and the words burst from me like water through a broken
dam. “I’m sorry, hurting you was the last thing I wanted to do. Last night,
when we… were on the balcony, I thought I’d felt – I thought you seemed different,
I saw this spark. I loved seeing you laugh, seeing you smile. And.. I
may have got the wrong idea and-“ My face burns as I realize I'm rambling, but
I can't seem to stop, even though I half expect him to walk away with disgust. “…thought
it was something else entirely. But it’s okay, it doesn’t have to be anything
else, I know you can’t feel that way about me and… that’s okay.”

I look at him
as my words finally die in my mouth and I swallow back the rest: ...that's
okay, because I love you, even if you can't love me. The words beat against
my teeth like trapped birds, but I hold them back. He carries enough pain
without my foolish human heart adding to it.

We stop
abruptly at the manor's entrance. Home, my traitorous heart whispers as he
shifts back to his High Fae form. When did this broken place become home?

He’s still
silent. Still motionless.

The thought
of leaving tears through me like a blade — not fear of what awaits me in the
human lands, but simply... leaving him. My High Lord. Even if he asks me to go,
even if he needs me to...

He takes a
step toward me, and I brace myself for the dismissal. For him to send me away
so he can return to his centuries of solitude and carefully cultivated grief. 

“…Evelyn…”

That he uses
my name, that he says it like that - not human girl or fool or female,
just my name - it pulls the blade from my chest only to replace it with
something worse. Something like hope.

I reach out
with a trembling hand, hating how my voice threatens to break. "We're
home."

He closes the
distance between us in one fluid movement, near enough that I can feel the heat
radiating from his body. Yet he doesn't touch me. His eyes close as he breathes
deeply, as though trying to draw my scent into his very being.

I let my hand
drop to my side, realising he isn’t going to touch me, and swallow the pain. It’s
okay, I tell myself. It’s okay.  I let myself absorb that feeling
I’ve craved, try to memorize this moment — his closeness, the wild spring magic
rolling off him in waves, the way sunlight catches in his golden hair. Just in
case it's the last time.

"Are you
hurt?" His voice comes soft but urgent. "Did it hurt you?"

Despite the
softness, it startles me from my reverie. “No,” I manage. Though the taste of
rot still coats my tongue, a reminder of that creature’s crushing lips and rancid
breath. “It just… tried to. I need a drink, though.”

A muscle in
his jaw jumps. His hand twitches toward me before withdrawing, and something in
my chest twitches with it. "I have wine," he says, voice dropping
low. 

“Wine would
be perfect.”

Some distant
part of me remembers old tales warning against drinking Fae wine, but I can't
recall why—and frankly, I don't care. Anything to wash away the memory of
scaled hands and rotten fish, to dull the ache of almost-moments and
never-agains.

Anything to
stay here a little longer, in this space between what was and what might be.
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Tamlin
Tamlin leads
the way to what must once have been a sitting room, smaller than the main hall
and perhaps once cosy. Tattered velvet chairs cluster around a massive stone
fireplace, and heavy curtains, their emerald fabric faded to the colour of
moss, hang limply from tall windows. Dust motes dance in shafts of afternoon
light, giving the room a dreamlike quality.  Without a word, he disappears to
the cellars, returning moments later with a bottle so old that its label has
long since surrendered to time, the vintage probably older than her entire
bloodline. The wine's fruity scent trails after him as he returns, wild and
sweet like sun-ripened berries crushed with summer herbs.

“Should take
the taste of him out of your mouth,” he growls, pouring deep red liquid
into a crystal glass that somehow survived whatever destruction claimed its
fellows. The wine glows like captured sunset, its scent—summer fruits and
night-blooming flowers—mixing with her honey-and-sunlight fragrance until his
head spins.

She doesn't
hesitate, taking a large swallow. He watches surprise flutter across her
features before she takes a second, longer sip. Something dangerously close to
a smile tugs at his lips.

The wine
affects humans differently—he remembers this from... before. Already a flush
creeps into her cheeks, turning her skin to rose-tinted ivory. His fingers itch
to trace that blush, to feel its warmth.

“Careful,” he
murmurs as she goes in for a third. “Faerie wine is stronger than what you’ll
be used to.” There’s concern threading his voice, though it softens as he sees
the way the tension finally melts from her shoulders like late snow. He takes a
long drink from his own glass, trying not to stare as the wine stains her lips
darker, as her eyes begin to take on a slight gleam. His heart thunders against
his ribs.

She hums low
in her throat and smiles – a real smile, unguarded and lovely. The sound steals
the breath from his lungs.

Then – “What
types of birds do you get in the Spring Court?”

The
unexpected question catches him off guard, and he pauses for a moment, stunned.
That she would ask him about something so… normal. So domestic. As though they
were any other male and female sharing wine in the fading afternoon light
rather than… whatever they were.

No. He
doesn’t want to think about the possibility that she asked a question just
because she wanted to hear him answer, wanted to – he swallows.

“…many
different types.”

She groans
and lifts a hand to her face. “Of course.” Then she lets out a laugh, the sound
like the wind singing through crystal chimes. “My father kept an aviary. We had
a strange raven called…” she takes another sip, and he raises a brow as she
waves her free hand through the air as though to pluck the memory from one of
the dust motes. “Bobo! That was it. Have you ever heard a raven speak?”

He swallows
hard, trying not to stare at her flushed cheeks, the way the wine makes her
eyes spark with mischief. He looks anywhere else—the fireplace, the windows,
the ancient tapestries. Anywhere but at how alive she looks, how beautiful. 

“…they can
imitate speech,” he manages. “Or words, at least.”

“Well, Bobo
could imitate it incredibly well.” Her voice takes on a musical quality
as the wine works its magic. “And my brother, he taught poor Bobo to say the
most obscene words you can imagine.” Her fingers trace patterns in the
air as she speaks, leaving trails of golden light – or perhaps it’s just his
imagination.

Tamlin fights
the urge to smile, or laugh, or just reach across the space between them and
trace those same patterns against her skin. "...like what?" he asks
softly, trying to distract himself.

She presses a
devious finger to her lips, and his eyes track the movement with predatory
focus. “I’m not sure I should be saying them in front of a High Lord.” Another
laugh bubbles from her, pure and sweet as spring water. She’s teasing him.
“But he had some particularly creative ones about suggestive acts with pasture
animals.”

Tamlin chokes
on his wine. He tries to hide it, but then he looks up at her and finds those
eyes, those beautiful sparking eyes, her whole presence radiating light and
joy. His heart threatens to give way completely, years of ice cracking and
melting at the sound of her laughter.

“…pasture
animals.” He repeats, suddenly aware he's fighting back his own laugh - a
foreign sensation after so long.

“My favourite
was duckfucking tit-flapper.” The words burst from her in a rush of
wine-loosened inhibitions, followed by a very un-ladylike snort into her glass.
She claps a hand over her mouth, eyes wide with mock scandal, though mirth
still dances in their depths. "Pardon my language, my lord."

Her laugh,
Gods, her laugh. He
stares at her, his heart pounding. The sound sends a fresh wave of heat through
his veins and he has to take another long drink to stop himself from lunging
across the space between them, gathering her into his arms, tasting that joy
directly from her lips.

“Where in the
Mother’s name did they learn that?” he asks, fighting to keep his voice level.

“My brother
taught them. Where he learned it, though, I do not wish to know.” Her
voice takes on an exaggerated air of propriety that makes his lips twitch. “Some
were far, far worse than that, though, and I shall not be repeating them.” She
takes another sip, and a small hiccup slips from her lips. She leans forwards,
closer, her eyes searching his face with wine-bold intensity.

Tamlin
finishes his wine in one swift motion, setting the empty glass aside before his
trembling hands can betray him. His throat is desert-dry despite the vintage,
every nerve ending alive with awareness of her proximity.

Suddenly her
eyes widen, as though she’s remembered something of earth-shattering
importance. “Wait here, I’ll be one minute,” she says with a start, stumbling
to her feet and sloshing wine onto the carpet. Tamlin stands, a hand
instinctively going out to steady her, to pull her closer—

He catches
himself, redirecting the motion to take the wine glass from her unsteady grip.
He sets it down carefully, stepping back with effort that makes his muscles
burn. He watches her go, his heart pounding like a drum in his chest, fighting
the need to follow her, keep her close, make sure she doesn’t run again and get
hurt—

He grabs the
entire bottle of wine and drops back into his chair, taking long, deep pulls
directly from the neck like some common beast to try and calm his racing pulse.
Every moment she's gone stretches like an eternity, his ears straining for the
sound of her footsteps, her heartbeat, anything to tell him she hasn't fled
again.

Go after
her, the beast in him
urges, clawing his insides. Find her. Keep her safe. The primal impulse
pulses through his blood with every heartbeat, natural and unstoppable.

But he
remains rooted to his chair, caught between the savage need to follow and the paralyzing
fear of crossing another line, of revealing too much of the desperate thing
growing in his chest. He takes another long drink from the bottle, letting the
burn of ancient wine dull his screaming instincts.

When her
footsteps finally echo from the hallway, relief floods him so strongly it's
almost painful. She returns empty-handed, a small frown creasing her brow. The
wine has left its mark in her movements – less measured now, more fluid, as
though the rigid posture drilled into her by years of noble training has
finally begun to crack.

"I can't
find it," she says, dropping back into her chair with decidedly less grace
than before. Her skirts flutter about her like falling petals. "I had
something for you. A present. But I dropped it earlier when..." She trails
off, pain flickering across her features at the memory.

Understanding
hits him like a physical blow. The violin. Of course she'd gone looking for it.
His throat tightens as he remembers the careful wrapping, the repairs she'd
made in secret – hours of painful work to heal something he’d once destroyed in
blind rage.

"I found
it," he says quietly, the words barely more than a whisper. "After
you..." After you ran. After I drove you away. After I nearly lost you
forever. He can't finish the thought.

Her eyes
widen, catching the light like amber. "You did? Did you... did you look at
it?"

He nods,
unable to meet her gaze for fear she’ll see too much written there. The care
she'd taken with it, the hours she must have spent... "It was my fiddle.
From before." Before everything shattered. Before I became this.

"Will you..."
She leans forward, eyes bright with wine and hope, close enough he can count
each individual eyelash. "Will you play it? For me?"

The request
steals the breath from his lungs. Play again? After so long? The thought
sends panic clawing up his throat. His fingers haven't touched strings since...
since everything fell apart. Since he'd destroyed the instrument himself in a
fit of rage and grief.

But she's
looking at him like she believes in him. Like she sees past the monster to
whatever remains of the male beneath. Like she thinks there might still be some
music in him, despite everything.

The wine must
be affecting him too, because he finds himself rising, moving toward the corner
where he'd carefully placed the wrapped violin earlier. His hands shake
slightly as he unwraps it, revealing the restored wood gleaming in the
afternoon light.

"I
haven't played in... in a very long time," he warns, voice rough as bark.
But his fingers remember the weight of it, how it fits against his shoulder
like a missing piece of himself suddenly restored. Tamlin adjusts the bow in
his hand, tuning the fiddle until it sings true, and then…

Then he
starts to play.

The first
note wavers in the air between them, uncertain as a newly unfurled leaf, before
gathering strength as memory floods through his fingers. It's an old tune, one
his mother used to sing, about flowers blooming after winter's end. About hope
returning even when all seems lost to darkness and cold.

He can feel everything
around him. The air in his lungs, the wine singing in his blood, the sound of
the music. But most of all, he can feel her eyes on him, watching his hands
move across the strings, watching this piece of his soul come to life. He slows
the pace, the notes falling slow and soft through the air. His fingers find the
strings without looking, his eyes closed, his whole focus on the music. And
Gods, he can almost feel her presence around him, feel the warmth from her
eyes. Everything feels hotter, more vivid. All he can think about is her as the
slow melody weaves through the night and out into the Spring Court. It’s like
liquid, pouring into the trees, into the gardens and flowers, the grass and the
forest beyond. 

He lets the
last note of the melody linger in the air, vibrating with all the words he
can’t bring himself to say. When he finally opens his eyes, the sight of her
steals what little breath remains in his lungs. Her face is flushed with
emotion, tears gathering in her eyes, looking at him with an expression that
makes his whole body come alive with ancient, dangerous hunger.

“Beautiful...”
she whispers reverently, and their eyes finally meet as she takes a step closer,
drawn by some invisible force that makes his blood sing in response.

He stares at
her, frozen in place as her hand reaches outwards, toward him as though she
might...

No. No. He can’t do this, he can’t let
her do this, can’t let her touch him and shatter what’s left of those carefully
constructed walls, find out what’s left underneath.

He sets the
fiddle down on the table and stands abruptly without thinking, without even
making the conscious decision to get to his feet, stepping back from her and
forcing distance between them. He flinches at the way her fingers curl back.
Then, her hand redirects towards the fiddle, as though that might have been her
intention all along.

“May I?”

Tamlin can
still feel the music humming in his blood, mixing dangerously with the wine and
want. The air around them is tense, crackling with unspoken things. He wants
nothing more than to touch her, to draw her close, to feel her soft skin beneath
his hands, to – he squeezes his eyes shut, struggling for control that seems to
slip further away with each passing heartbeat.

“…Go ahead.”

She lifts the
violin with such tender care it makes his chest ache, and then... she begins to
play the very melody he'd just finished, as though she's caught the notes like
butterflies in her hands. Each sound rings perfect and true, though simpler
than his version - yet somehow more pure for its simplicity. His heart
splinters further with each passing bar until she glances up, offering a shy
smile that threatens to destroy him completely.

"Not as
good as you, but perhaps one day if I keep practicing." The hope in her
voice cuts deeper than any blade.

Gods, that
smile. He wants nothing more than to go to her and kiss her smile, feel it
against his lips, taste it, drink her joy directly from it until they're both
drunk on it.

His hands
clench at his sides, claws threatening to emerge as he fights the primal urge
to claim, to keep, to never let go.

She begins to
play a different song then, one he’s never heard before. When her voice joins
the violin’s cry, the combination nearly brings him to his knees. The lyrics
start to reach his ears.

In morning's light, the
Sylph takes wing,

Through silver skies above,

Shadows weave where the
Darkling grieves,

Untouched by dawn or
love

 

But twice each day their
paths may cross, 

Where twilight paints
the sky,

When light and shadow
intermix, 

These precious moments
fly

 

‘Better to love in
moments few, 

Than never love at all,'

The Sylph whispers to
her Darkling, 

As twilight starts to
fall

 

So though the sun must
chase the moon,

And day must follow
night, 

Still they meet in that
sweet between, 

Where darkness touches
light

 

The pain in the song's
words pierces his chest like an ash arrow, the parallels too sharp to ignore.
He can't go to her. He can't let himself touch her, but –

 

She is the Sylph,
he is the Darkling.

She is the
light, he is the dark.

She is human,
he is Fae.
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Evelyn
“She knows,” I
say softly, lowering the fiddle as tears threaten to spill from my eyes. Not
maudlin, wine-soaked tears now, but something deeper and more true. “How
precious those rare moments are with the Darkling. They never give up on each
other, because they’d rather have a few moments every day together than…
forever apart.”

I hear his
breath catch like a trapped thing in his throat. Something flickers across his
face - pain or longing or both - before his eyes shutter closed, his whole body
seeming to shudder as he swallows hard. When he speaks, his voice is hoarse,
raw with emotion he can't quite hide. "Do you believe... the Darkling
really feels that way?"

The question
catches me off guard, and I look at him with slight surprise. In his eyes I see
a vulnerability that makes my heart ache. “Of course,” I answer, without a beat
of hesitation. “Why else would he keep seeking her out every dawn and dusk? Why
would he stay?”

“And how do
you know it’s just because he wants to see her, and not…” he trails off, the
words fading away into uncertainty. “…because he has nothing better to do.” he
finishes, his voice barely a whisper.

I look away,
fingers tightening on the fiddle as I repeat the mantra I'd kept close since
this morning: It's okay. He can't love you. He won’t love you. But right
now, with the fire in his eyes and the way he’s looking at you... perhaps, just
for tonight, he could need you. The wine emboldens me, and I dare to glance
back at him. "Do you think that?"

His jaw
clenches visibly, the muscle jumping beneath his skin. "Do I think
that?" Those emerald eyes shutter again, but not before I catch a glimpse
of something that makes my heart stutter. "No. I don't."

A slight
smile ghosts across my lips, hope flickering to life in my chest like a candle
flame. "I'd write the ballad differently, though." My smile widens as
an idea takes shape. "If the Sylph or the Darkling were smarter, they'd
meet in the shade of a forest or a cave. Somewhere where day or night are both
irrelevant."

I swear I see
the corner of his mouth twitch upward, and the sight makes my heart soar. 

“How would
you write the ballad, then?” He asks softly, and his almost-smile grows more
certain.

The wine
sings in my blood as I lift the fiddle once more, launching into the same tune
but transforming it into something more playful, more daring. The lyrics that
pour from me start from mildly suggestive to completely lewd, until I'm giving
him my most shameless grin as I finish with a flourish and drain my glass of
wine.

He just
stares at me, stunned. For a moment I fear I’ve gone too far. He grabs the
bottle of wine from where he’d left it and downs the rest in one smooth
swallow, setting the bottle down with a decisive thunk. 

Then…

I don’t hear
the glass wine bottle shatter to the floor as he lunges forward, his hands
seizing my face as his lips crash into mine, swallowing my squeak of surprise as
I nearly drop the fiddle. Then I melt into him, into the kiss, and suddenly
nothing else matters or has ever mattered except the feel of his lips on mine
and the taste of him, like the wilderness itself mixed with the wine.



 The hand with the fiddle and bow hangs limp by my side, and with my free hand
I clutch the fabric of his shirt, as though it’ll keep him from running away
again. 

I feel his
body pressing against me, kissing me like he’s starved, like he’s drowning and
I’m air, as I meld to the hard planes of his body, pushing me back, guiding me
to the wall with the paintings and windows. His tongue traces my lips, seeking
permission to part, and they eagerly oblige. As his tongue slides against mine,
I lose myself in the kiss, as if each taste might be the last and yet never
enough, a forbidden craving I can’t resist. I let the fiddle drop to the floor
with a clatter, forgotten so both hands are free to explore his chest, his
back, to feel the heat and firmness of his skin beneath mine, anywhere I can
reach because I’ll never be able to get enough. I try to say his name, but it
comes out as a muffled moan into the kiss and… Gods, is this real? My
head swims with wine-drenched passion.

The kiss
deepens, his hands roaming over my body, exploring every curve and inch of me.
His touch is electric, igniting sparks wherever it lands, leaving trails of
fire in its wake. A broken moan escapes me and I turn my head, trying to
capture his lips with mine again. I need to taste him, need to drown myself in
his kiss, in his scent, in him, and from the hard evidence of his desire
pressing into my belly I can tell just how much he needs me. As a responding
growl rumbles from his chest, I realise I want him to get exactly what he
needs.

His hands hook
around my thighs as he presses into me, lifting me up and hoisting my legs around
his waist. Tamlin groans against my mouth as I wrap them more tightly, pulling
him against me, needing him impossibly closer. His lips find my throat,
trailing open mouthed kisses along it which send another jolt of liquid heat to
my core as his hands slide the fabric of my dress up and bunch it around my
hips.

It makes me
shudder with unbridled need, and I let out a whimper to let him know just how
much he’s affecting me, just how much I want this, as I cling onto him. I gasp
as his lips meet the sensitive skin just below my ear, followed by his tongue,
and feel pure, molten desire melt through me. Gods, I can't stop myself from
exposing my neck eagerly, an invitation for more. 

“Evelyn…” he
murmurs, my name sounding like a prayer and a curse at the same time, each syllable
drawn as though even he can’t believe he’s allowing himself to speak it. His
tongue brushes over that spot again, his lips sucking lightly and nipping
before trailing downwards. I arch myself towards his mouth, encouraging him as
he kisses downwards towards my collarbone, finding the dip in the neck of my
dress, letting his tongue trail along the top of my cleavage. I feel like I may
indeed be melting, turning into nothing but a puddle of needy desire at his
touch. I want more. Want to taste those lips again, that tongue on my
own. Want to feel what it would be like for him to trail it further down my
breasts, my stomach, between my legs... where a dull throb of want is building.

"Tamlin.."
I gasp, mind devoid of any other words right now.

He growls at
that, one hands moving to the lacing of the dress, starting to loosen the ties,
the other gently caressing the place just below my breasts before it slides up,
cupping the soft skin through my dress. I press into his hand with a desperate
gasp.

His eyes
flicker. For a moment I sense he’s about to pull away, run away again. 

“Not here,”
he murmurs a moment later. Then he kisses me once more, hoisting me higher
against him as he pushes away from the wall, carrying me along with him and
stalking away, up the stairs, towards another door.

I nibble on
the shell of his ear as he carries me, letting out a soft, drunken giggle
and then in a barely audible whisper I murmur everything I’ve dreamed of him
doing, each wild, forbidden fantasy, hoping he’ll make each one real… hoping,
as he carries me toward the unknown, that he might just want the same.
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Tamlin
Gods, Gods
the words she’s whispering, the way her lips are nibbling over the edge of his
ear, the way her body is pressed against him…

She’s not
running away.

She wants
him.

He doesn’t
know whether it’s the wine, or her intoxicating scent – far more powerful than
any vintage – but his carefully constructed walls have fallen, melted away by
the inferno of desire consuming him. There’s no thought, no whispers of
self-loathing forcing him into holding back, just the unrestrained feral
instinct to claim.

Tamlin
practically throws her down on his bed, the High Lord growling in satisfaction
when she bounces against the mattress. She squeaks again at the moment of
impact, looking up at him through dark lashes in a way that sends heat burning
through his core. Then she’s crawling across the mattress, over to where he
stands at the foot of the bed, pulling the ties at the bodice of her dress and
slithering from the fabric in only scraps of underwear… his breath catches in
his throat, his gaze flicking over her body hungrily, taking in every inch of
her. 



Gods, Gods, Gods… 

For a moment,
he just stares down at her, his mind blank and breath coming in harsh hisses as
he watches her. The ancient wine makes everything feel heightened - her scent,
the lingering echo of her song in his blood, the way moonlight turns her skin
to pearl. Her hands move towards his shirt, unfastening it to reveal the bare
skin beneath, fingers tracing the shape of him, touching the firm muscles, and
he wants to feel them everywhere, wants her hands on every inch of his skin.
She's even more beautiful than he ever could have imagined. Even more beautiful
than she had been that first night in the music room.

Cauldron save
him.

He kicks off
his boots, discarding his shirt entirely. He climbs onto the bed, pushing her
down onto her back again, straddling her. His gaze roams down her body, taking
her in, savouring every curve and detail, the raw mortal perfection.

He kisses her
again, hard, the taste filling his mouth - wine and honey and sunlight. His
hands move over her body, tracing the curve of her hips, the line of her
breasts, the arch of her spine before roaming down to her thighs. Then he pulls
back, just enough to take in the soft contours of her face in the dim light,
the way her dishevelled hair frames it, the way those beautiful hazel eyes seem
to give off an unfocused sheen from the wine...

Reality
crashes through his desire like ice water. 

“…Evelyn…”
his voice is hoarse. He makes no movement, every muscle straining against the
primal instinct telling him to take, claim. A shaking hand brushes a
rogue strand of her hair back from her face, and he kisses her again, softly
this time. “Not like this.” Not when she deserves so much more than this broken
thing he’s become.

She lets out
a whine of disappointment, her fingers once again reaching around his
shoulders, trying to pull him in down towards her, and every fibre of his being
screams to give in. His muscles strain against the primal force howling at him,
threatening to overwhelm his sanity. With hands that shake from the effort of
gentle movement when everything in him demands savage possession, he captures
her wrists and places them carefully at her sides. Each inch of space he puts
between them feels like tearing his own flesh. The beast claws at his insides
in protest as he forces himself to pull the bedcovers up over her half-naked
form. He pushes himself up with a strength born of desperate will, every muscle
trembling with the effort of denial.

He daren’t
even look back at her as he crosses the room for fear of what his traitorous
body might do.

“Sleep,
songbird.” He says in a low voice, before closing the door behind him.

He leans
against the oak barrier for a few minutes, his breath coming out in ragged
gasps. His body is a coiled spring, wound so tight he thinks it might explode.
It’s like trying to ignore a fire that’s out of control. He closes his eyes,
tries to steady his breath, to calm the racing of his heart. But all he can
think about is Evelyn, her face, her smell, the feel of her skin against his. A
maddening heat pools in his groin, the need pulsing through him like a second
heartbeat.

With a frustrated
snarl that sounds half like a whimper, he whirls back to the doorframe and
tears his claws through the wood, leaving deep gouges, his body sliding to the
floor to come to rest leaning back against the threshold he won’t cross. The
beast in him howls at the denial.

The way she
gasped his name haunts his ears.

Slowly,
almost reluctantly, he slides one hand down his torso, feeling the ridges of
muscle, the heat of his own skin. His breath hitches as his hand reaches the
waist of his trousers. They feel tight, confining. He needs... he needs...something.
He slowly tugs at the laces of his trousers, loosening them enough to give
himself some room to move, to breathe. He closes his eyes again, lets his
imagination cross into that dangerous enemy territory. How she’d look on her knees
before him, if her pale fingers had drifted a little lower than his chest… his
own hand moves languidly in response along his length. Those soft lips kissing
down his body, closer… then his tongue moving down her own body, mapping every
glorious inch of her, lower and lower until he can taste her, hear the sweet
songs that she’ll sing just for him... His grip tightens, his movements
becoming frantic, desperate. He's riding the edge now, balanced between the
fantasy and the reality, and he lets out a groan he can hardly stifle. It's not
enough. It's never enough. His body is on fire, the tension coiling tighter and
tighter in his abdomen.

His eyes snap
open again, watching the shadows dance around him. Everything is so… normal, so
mundane. So far from what’s filling his mind.

He forces
himself to his feet. He needs to run, to lose himself in the wild until this
burning need subsides. The nearest window beckons, and moments later golden fur
gleams in the moonlight as he launches himself into the night.

Tamlin runs
until his muscles burn and his lungs feel like they might burst, but still that
wild need pulses through him. He tears through the forest, leaving destruction
in his wake - fallen trees, gouged earth, anything to exhaust this savage
energy thrumming beneath his skin. Her scent still lingers in his mind, driving
him half-mad with want.

When he
finally collapses in an abandoned wolf den, the moon hangs high overhead like a
knowing eye. The earthen walls still carry traces of its former inhabitants -
old bones, tufts of fur, the musty comfort of a predator's lair. He curls his
massive form into the hollow, trying to let the familiar scents of earth and
beast override the memory of honey and flowers and wine-sweet skin.

Sleep eludes
him. Every time he closes his eyes, he sees her - the way she'd looked up at
him through those dark lashes, how her body had felt beneath his. The den's
walls feel too close, too confining. Even the night air seems charged with
dangerous possibility.

Dawn finds
him back at the manor, shifted to Fae form though his beast still prowls
restlessly beneath his skin. The sealed letter from Lucien sits accusingly on
his desk where he'd left it. Perhaps, he thinks bitterly, his old friend's
words might finally bore him to sleep.

But as he
breaks the seal and unfolds the parchment, his blood runs cold.

Tam,

I hope
this finds you well, though I suspect it finds you exactly as I left you -
brooding in that broken manor of yours. I wouldn't write if it wasn't
important.

There's
been increased activity along your borders. The Nolan and Blackwood estates
have nearly doubled their armed forces in the past month. Patrols have become
more frequent, pushing deeper into the borderlands than we've seen since the
war.

The Nolans
I might understand - they fought beside us against Hybern, and old habits die
hard. But both families moving in tandem? Something's not right. My position
here gives me certain insights into human politics, and this level of
coordination between these particular houses is unprecedented.

Whatever
you're doing up there in your self-imposed exile, watch your borders. And, for
the love of all that’s left in your court — watch your back.

Your
friend (whether you like it or not),

Lucien

Tamlin reads
the letter twice, then a third time. The Nolans. The Blackwoods. Searching.

For her.

A growl
builds in his chest as he remembers the bruises that had marked her skin that
first night, the terror in her eyes when she spoke of her betrothed. Of course
they wouldn't let her go so easily. His claws dig into the desk's surface,
leaving fresh scars in the ancient wood.

Let them
come, the beast in him snarls. Let them try to take her.

But a colder,
more rational part of him whispers that it's not that simple. The Nolans had
indeed fought alongside Prythian against Hybern - and that meant they knew Fae
weaknesses. His weaknesses. Knew how to exploit them. 

Dawn light
spills across his desk, turning the parchment golden. 

He needs to
tell her. Needs to warn her.

But not yet.
Not this morning, when things between them are still so raw, so uncertain. Let
her have one more day of peace before reality crashes back in. One more day of
smiles, songs, carefree laughter filling these empty halls before he brings her
into the shadows with him.

Tamlin tucks
the letter into his jacket and heads for the kitchens. She'll need water when
she wakes, and something for the headache that Fae wine inevitably leaves
humans with. He can give her that much, at least.
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Evelyn
Sunlight
bleaches my skin as I wake, and my eyelids crack open only to burn with its
cruel intensity. My head pounds like a blacksmith's anvil, the room spinning
dizzyingly around me. This... isn't my room, I realize with a shiver of dread.
No faded green wallpaper, no dusty vanity. Instead, I find myself in a chamber
that could only belong to one person.

Tamlin's
room.

As I pull
back the sheets, I notice I'm wearing only my undergarments. Not naked, but... Gods.
Memories flood back in fragments: Faerie wine, ancient and potent. Music that
seemed to weave magic through the air. The way he'd looked at me when I played
his restored violin, like I'd given him back a piece of his soul. And then...

The massive
bed I'm lying in dominates the space, its carved posts reaching toward a
ceiling painted with intricate murals of forest scenes. Vines of actual living
roses climb the walls - some vibrant with life, others withered to black,
telling the same story of decay as the rest of the manor. A balcony beyond
towering windows offers glimpses of the grounds below, and scattered across
various surfaces are signs of the High Lord's true nature - claw marks scoring
the furniture, scraps of leather and fur, a collection of deadly-looking
weapons mounted on one wall.

My searching
gaze finds a glass of water on the bedside table, along with what appears to be
some kind of herb-infused tonic. Beside them sits a folded piece of parchment
with my name written in an elegant, if somewhat aggressive, hand.

Drink
both. The tonic helps with Fae wine's aftermath.

-T

Such a Tamlin
note - brusque, practical, yet showing care in his own way. I down both drinks,
grateful as the tonic immediately begins to dull my headache.

Last night
comes back in fuller detail now: the way he'd carried me here, the heat of his
body against mine, how desperately I'd wanted him. Then... he'd stopped.
"Not like this," he'd said. Shame floods me as I remember pining and
grasping for him like some wanton creature, followed quickly by a sharp sting
of rejection. 

I find my
dress from yesterday folded neatly on a chair, but opt instead for the simple
green tunic I spot hanging in his wardrobe. The fabric smells of him - pine
needles and spring rain - and something about wearing it feels right, like
claiming a small piece of him for myself.

As I move to
leave the chamber, my hand traces deep gouges on the outside of doorframe -
four parallel lines raked through solid oak, as though a great beast had torn
into it. The marks are splintered and raw, cutting fresh through the time-stained
wood. Something flutters in my chest at this evidence of just how hard it had
been for him to walk away. As I replay his words, his touch, his gentle
insistence on stopping despite what must have been overwhelming desire,
understanding blooms in my chest. Maybe he'd been protecting me - from the
wine's influence, from potential regret, from his own nature.

The manor's
corridors are quiet as I make my way downstairs, but an unexpected scent draws
me toward the kitchens: wood smoke and cooking meat. I pause in the doorway,
startled by the sight before me.

Tamlin stands
at the massive hearth, looking almost domestic despite his warrior's build.
He's managing what appears to be a large iron skillet filled with eggs, while
thick cuts of venison sizzle on a grate over the flames. The simplicity of the
meal somehow makes it more touching - this isn't the work of someone used to
cooking, but rather someone making an effort with what they know.

He tenses as
I enter, though he doesn't turn around. "Tea," he says gruffly,
gesturing to a pot nearby. "If you want it." His voice carries that
familiar roughness, as though he's been running through the wilds again for
most of the night.

The
awkwardness between us feels like the morning mist outside, thick… yet warm.

“Thank you,”
I say, fighting the burning redness staining my face as I speak. “For taking
care of me last night.”

His shoulders
seem to relax slightly. “Always,” he says, so quietly I almost miss it.

He sets the
plate of brutalized eggs along with a chunk of meat in front of where I sit at
the table, his green gaze not quite meeting mine. Something darkens in those
eyes as they take in my attire, recognition maybe. Or approval. He doesn't sit
himself, but he does take his own plate, pacing to the window as he devours it
with barely restrained wildness. I fill myself greedily with the offering.
Despite the plainness, it’s more than delicious, and as my belly warms with the
food I feel the thrumming pain and nausea from the hangover start to subside.

Finally, he
speaks. "You wanted to see the lands of the Spring Court." His voice
is almost tentative, as though he's unsure if I'll say no. Not today, not after
last night. The words carry a weight beneath them - an offering, perhaps, or an
apology. But my eyes light up. After what had happened, I was certain I
wouldn't see him again for weeks. That we'd go back to whatever we were – all
ice and walls and golden-furred brooding. 

“I do.” I
say, giving him a smile that dares to hope.

“As you wish.
Eat, first. We set off at noon. Meet me at the steps outside.”

He discards
his empty plate, then stalks from the room without another word.

***

After
breakfast, I hurry back to my own chambers to find something proper to wear. I
gently fold the stolen tunic, breathing in its scent of pine and spring rain
one last time before tucking it beneath my own bed with a small smile of
affection. A secret treasure, like last night. 

Back at the
armoire, my fingers trace over the fabrics of the dresses hanging here. Somehow
despite everything else in this crumbling manor, the garments are always clean,
always carrying a slight tang of magic as though they're being cared for in
some way beyond my comprehension. They seem to shift and change too, adapting
to whatever need I might have - another mystery of the Spring Court I've yet to
understand.

A dress I
swear wasn't there yesterday catches my eye. The fabric is lighter than
anything I've worn before, a deep forest green that seems to catch hints of
gold when it moves, like sunlight through leaves. It's cut practically - fitted
through the bodice but with a skirt that allows for movement, sleeves that
won't catch on branches. The material feels strange under my fingers, stronger
than silk but just as soft, clearly Fae-made. Small brass buttons set with
emeralds march up the front like drops of amber, and subtle embroidery along
the hem depicts twining vines in thread that seems to shimmer.

Perfect for
exploring his lands, I think as I slip it on. The dress settles around me like
water, surprisingly sturdy despite its delicate appearance. I find boots as
well, supple leather that laces up past my ankles, made for walking rather than
decoration. Such a change from the impractical slippers and corseted gowns
Father had always insisted upon.

I twist my
hair into a simple braid, weaving in a few sprigs of lavender I'd found growing
wild by my window. Let Tamlin see me as I am - not some painted and powdered
noble's daughter, but someone who belongs in his wild, beautiful realm.

The girl in
the mirror looks back at me with bright eyes, cheeks still flushed with
anticipation. Nothing like the broken creature who'd first stumbled into these
woods begging for death. I touch the brass buttons once more, wondering if
Tamlin will notice how perfectly they match his eyes when they catch the light.

***

The noon sun
hangs high overhead as I make my way to the manor's entrance. My new boots
whisper against the stone steps, already feeling like they were made for my
feet. Tamlin waits at the bottom, his broad shoulders tense beneath a simple
dark tunic. He turns as I approach, and I swear I see his eyes widen slightly,
tracking over the dress before quickly looking away.

"We
could winnow," he says, breaking the silence. "But you'd miss
everything worth seeing."

"We
could ride?" I suggest, remembering the impressive stables I'd glimpsed
during my explorations. Something dark flashes across his face. 

"We no
longer keep horses here." The words come clipped, bitter. "They
were... lost. During the war."

"Oh."
I bite my lip, cursing myself for bringing up clearly painful memories.
"Then we walk?" 

A different
expression crosses his features now - something almost mischievous. "Not
exactly." Before I can ask what he means, magic shimmers around him like
heat waves off summer stone. In moments, the massive golden beast stands before
me, those familiar green eyes now set in a face of fur and fang.

He lowers
himself to the ground with surprising grace, looking at me expectantly.

"You
want me to..." I gesture vaguely at his back, and I swear I see amusement
dancing in those emerald eyes.

A rumbling
sound emerges from his chest that might be a laugh. "Unless you'd prefer
to walk ten miles uphill, little songbird."

The casual
endearment catches me off guard, warming me from within. "And if I pull
your fur?"

"Then
you'll find yourself walking after all." But there's no real threat in his
growled words.

It takes some
awkward manoeuvring - and a few poorly stifled giggles on my part - before I'm
settled securely on his back, fingers wound into that thick golden fur. He
stands smoothly, and I have to bite back a squeak at suddenly being so high off
the ground.

"Hold
tight," is all the warning I get before he launches into motion.

The world
becomes a blur of green and gold as we race through the Spring Court. Tamlin
moves like living wind, each powerful stride eating up the distance as trees
and flowers flash past. I learn quickly to lean with his movements, finding a
rhythm that feels like flying. The fresh air and exercise does wonders for the
last lingering effects of the wine, and soon I'm laughing with pure joy as we
crest hills and leap streams.

He takes me
first to a pool tucked away in a grove of ancient trees. The water shimmers
strangely, as though reflecting stars despite the bright afternoon sun. It's
breathtakingly beautiful, but I notice how Tamlin's muscles tense beneath me,
how his eyes skitter away from the sight as though it pains him. We don't
linger.

"There's
something else I want to show you," he says after I've remounted, his
voice carrying an edge of... excitement? "Something few others have
seen."

We climb
higher into the hills, where the air grows thin and sweet. The vegetation
changes, becoming stranger, more magical - flowers that chime like bells when
we pass, trees with leaves of living gold. Then we crest a final ridge and… I
forget how to breathe.

Before us
spreads a hidden valley, completely enclosed by towering cliffs of pale stone.
Unlike the rest of the Spring Court, no trace of death or decay has touched
this place. Life explodes in every direction - flowers I've never seen before
carpet the ground in waves of impossible colour, their petals seeming to glow
from within. Trees with bark like polished silver reach toward the sky, their
leaves a shimmering tapestry of gold and rose and violet that whispers ancient
songs in the breeze.

But what
truly steals my breath is the centre of the valley, where a massive tree unlike
any other rises like a living mountain. Its trunk spirals upward in impossible
patterns, as though it grew following the steps of some eternal dance. Blossoms
of pure light bloom among its branches, dropping petals that float like stars
before dissolving into sparkles of magic.

Tamlin shifts
beneath me, and I slide from his back in a daze. When he changes back to his
Fae form, I notice his eyes are bright with something I've never seen in them
before - pride, perhaps, or joy.

"What is
this place?" I whisper, afraid speaking too loudly might break whatever
spell protects it.

"The
Heart Grove," he says softly. "The first place Spring ever bloomed in
these lands, or so the stories say. The magic here is... older than the High
Lords. Older than the division between Fae and human lands. Whatever darkness
plagues my court can't touch this place."

I take a step
forward, and the ground seems to sing beneath my feet. Tiny flowers spring up
in my footsteps, blooming and fading in heartbeats. "It's
incredible."

"The
great tree is called the Mother's Dance," he continues, and there's a
reverence in his voice I've never heard before. "Legend says she planted
it herself when the world was young, dancing its shape into being. Even my
father never dared try to control this place."

I turn to
find him watching me, those green eyes soft with something that makes my heart
skip. "Why show me?"

He looks
away, but not before I catch the faintest smile. "Because you understand
beauty in broken things. I thought... I thought you might appreciate seeing
something that remained whole."

A glowing
petal drifts down between us, and without thinking I reach out to catch it. It
dissolves against my palm in a shower of tiny lights that spiral up my arm like
affectionate fireflies. A laugh of pure wonder escapes me.

"Can we
get closer?" I ask, already drawn toward that magnificent tree.

His hand
finds mine, warm and solid and real amidst all this magic. "Come on."

As we draw
closer to the Mother's Dance, the magic grows thicker in the air, making my
skin tingle. Tamlin's hand remains warm in mine, anchoring me as we walk
between flowers that seem to bow in our wake. His thumb absently traces
patterns against my skin, though I'm not sure he realizes he's doing it. 

"The
magic feels different here," I say, noticing how the spiralling trunk
seems to pulse with a gentle light. "Why hasn't decay touched this place
when the rest of your lands are..." 

"Dying?"
His voice is rough. He's quiet for a long moment, as though debating how much
to tell me. "There's a rite that must be performed each spring. Ancient
magic, wild magic. The High Lord takes it into himself and then..." He
gestures vaguely at the surrounding life. "It flows back into the land,
renewing everything." 

"But you
haven't done this rite recently?" I try to keep my voice gentle, neutral. 

"No."


"Could
you not..." I begin carefully. "I mean, you clearly still have power.
If it would heal your lands..."

His whole
body goes rigid, though he doesn't release my hand. For a heartbeat, something
flares in his eyes - consideration, possibility - but then it's gone, replaced
by that familiar ice. "No," he says, more forcefully. "The price
is too high. The magic too dangerous." His jaw clenches. "I won't
risk..." He cuts himself off, but his meaning is clear enough.

Won't risk
me, I realize. Whatever this rite entails, he's already decided to let his
lands wither rather than expose me to its danger.

Something in
his tone warns me not to press further, but I squeeze his hand gently.
"Then we appreciate what remains beautiful," I say softly. "Like
this place."

The tension
in his shoulders eases slightly. We've reached the base of the great tree now,
its trunk wider than ten men standing shoulder to shoulder. Up close, I can see
that the spiralling patterns in its bark form images - dancers caught in
eternal motion, their faces filled with wild joy.

A strong
breeze sweeps through the valley, and the tree's branches shift and sway in a
way that almost sounds like music. Without thinking, I begin to hum along,
matching the melody note for note. The glowing blossoms seem to pulse brighter
in response.

"It
likes your voice," Tamlin says, watching the lights dance above us. Then,
so quietly I almost miss it: "As do I."

My heart
stumbles in my chest. 
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Tamlin
Tamlin
watches her harmonize with the Mother's Dance, something ancient and powerful
stirring in his chest at the sight. The beast in him wants to gather her close,
to wrap her in his power and never let go. She belongs here, that primal part
insists. Belongs with the wild magic and eternal spring. Belongs with him.

He forces the
thought down, but can't tear his eyes away from how the tree's magic seems
drawn to her, those living lights swirling around her like eager courtiers. Her
voice weaves through the branches, and the tree responds - more lights
unfurling like stars being born. The magic here has always been wild,
untameable, yet it dances around her as though she's awakened something long
dormant.

"The
other courts," she says suddenly, breaking off her song to look at him
with those bright, curious eyes. "Are they like this? Full of magic?"

His throat
tightens at how naturally she asks, as though discussing Prythian's mysteries
is as normal as commenting on the weather. "Each court has its own
power," he manages. "Night holds darkness and stars. Summer commands
waves and water. Autumn..." He pauses, a memory rising unbidden. "Autumn's
magic is fire."

"And Spring?"
She reaches out to catch another falling light-petal. "Besides this
place?"

"Growth.
Strength." His voice roughens. "Wild magic." The kind that burns
through his blood even now, demanding he claim this female who fits so
perfectly into his realm. The same magic that makes Calanmai so dangerous, that
could consume them both if he let it.

She must hear
something in his tone because she turns to face him fully, those hazel eyes
searching his face. The tree's light catches in her hair like a crown, and his
chest aches with want.

"What
else can you do?" she asks. "Besides winnowing and warming
baths?" A teasing smile plays at her lips.

Despite
himself, he feels an answering smile tug at his mouth. "Many things."
He reaches toward a nearby vine, letting his power flow into it. The vine
eagerly responds, weaving itself into a perfect red rose, not like the sickly
things that climb his manor walls, but vibrant with life. He plucks it,
twirling it between his fingers before leaning close. "For you, though I’d
advise caution," he murmurs, a flicker of amusement crossing his face.
"Everything beautiful here comes with its share of thorns." She
reaches out, letting her fingers intertwine with his own instead.

The tree's
magic pulses stronger, responding to... something. Their combined presence
perhaps, or the way his power mingles with hers where their hands meet. Light
cascades down around them like rain, and he feels that wild magic surge beneath
his skin. The beast in him rumbles with satisfaction.

Mine, it whispers. Ours.

The word
sends ice through his veins. No. He won't let himself think that way, won't let
himself imagine... His grip on her hand tightens fractionally. If he performed
Calanmai, with her here... the wild magic already reaches for her, already
recognizes her as something precious. The Rite would be a thousand times more
dangerous. Calanmai would awaken things within him—ancient instincts,
unrestrained power—that would devour them both.

"Tamlin?"
Her voice pulls him back from darker thoughts. "Where did you go just
now?"

He forces his
features to soften, though his heart still races. "Nowhere
important." A lie, but a necessary one. "There's more I could show
you, if you'd like. Other places where Spring's magic still runs true."

Her whole
face lights up at the offer, and something in him melts. "Yes,
please." Then she laughs - that bright, musical sound that makes his pulse
skip. "Though perhaps we could rest first? Some of us don't have your
stamina."

He helps her
settle on one of the tree's massive roots, trying not to notice how the lights
above seem to gather more thickly where she sits, as though the Mother's Dance
itself wants to keep her here. Keep her safe. Keep her.

The beast in
him growls in agreement, but he pushes both impulses aside. Instead, he begins
telling her of the courts, of magic, of the world she's stumbled into. Her
questions are clever, insightful, and he finds himself sharing more than he'd
intended - ancient histories and secret places, the way power flows through
Prythian like hidden rivers.

She listens
with such genuine fascination that he almost forgets to maintain his careful
distance. Almost forgets why he shouldn't gather her into his arms and show her
every wonder his realm contains. Almost forgets all the reasons he'd sworn
never to let another human female mean anything to him.

Fool, his mind whispers. But for once, the
word carries no bite.
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Evelyn
The day has
passed like a dream, each moment more magical than the last. After the Mother's
Dance, Tamlin had shown me other hidden wonders of his realm - crystal pools
where water flows upward instead of down, groves where flowers bloom in
impossible colours, valleys where butterflies with wings of living flame dance
through the air. Some places showed signs of the court's decay, but others
remained as vibrant as the Heart Grove, as though Spring's magic refused to
fully surrender its hold.

Now we sit at
the edge of a high cliff, legs dangling over the endless drop as the last rays
of sunset paint the sky in shades of rose and gold. I'm grateful for the
practical dress I chose - it's survived our adventures remarkably well, despite
hours of riding on Tamlin's back through forest and field. My muscles ache
pleasantly from the day's exertion, and my mind feels full to bursting with all
I've learned about this magical realm.

The High Lord
sits beside me, close enough that I can feel the heat radiating from his body
but not quite touching. He seems... lighter somehow, as though showing me his
lands has lifted some of the weight from his shoulders. Though he still
maintains that careful distance, his responses have grown longer, more open.
Each small detail he shares feels like a gift - precious fragments of trust
I'll treasure as carefully as the memory of his smile when I'd harmonized with
the great tree.

As twilight
deepens into true night, stars begin to appear overhead - brighter and more
numerous than I've ever seen them. One in particular catches my eye, gleaming
with unusual intensity directly above us.

"That
star," I say softly, pointing upward. "It's so bright."

Tamlin's gaze
follows my gesture, and something flickers across his face - pain or memory or
both. For a long moment he's silent, and I fear I've somehow touched on another
wound. But then he speaks, his voice carrying an edge I've never heard before.

"There's
a story about a star," he says finally. His eyes remain fixed on the
brilliant point of light above us, as though the words are being pulled from
him by its glow.

"Long
ago, a star fell from the heavens. Not like the others that streak across the
sky - this one was different. Brighter. Warmer. More alive. It landed in the
realm of a warrior who'd known nothing but battle and blood for centuries. He
was..." A bitter smile touches Tamlin's lips. "He was a fool. But
when he saw the star's light, something in his cold heart sparked to life for
the first time in ages."

His voice
drops lower, almost hypnotic in the darkness. "The warrior became
enchanted. He'd spend hours just basking in the star's glow, letting it chase
away the shadows of all he'd seen and done. For the first time, he felt warmth
instead of the ice of war. And the star... the star saved not just him, but the
entire realm. Her light touched everything, made everything better."

I notice his
hands have clenched into fists at his sides. "But others began to notice.
The whole world wanted the star back in the sky where she belonged, where
everyone could share her light. The warrior didn't care what was right. He'd
spent his whole life fighting, killing - it was all he knew. So when they tried
to claim her..."

"What
did he do?" I whisper when he falls silent.

"He
built a tower," Tamlin continues roughly. "Strong walls, no windows,
no doors. A perfect cage where he alone could reach her. Because losing her...
that wasn't an option. Not for him. He thought he was protecting her. Loving
her. But stars aren't meant to be locked away."

The night air
feels colder somehow. "What happened to her?"

"She
began to fade. Her light dimmed more each day, trapped behind those stone
walls. But the warrior was half-mad with love by then, couldn't see what he was
doing. Couldn't let go, couldn't give her back to the sky. His need to keep
her, to control her... it was killing her. And he couldn't stop himself." 

His voice
catches. "Then someone came - someone who saw what the warrior couldn't.
Or wouldn't. And when the first crack appeared in those tower walls, when the
star got her first taste of freedom..." He makes a gesture like an
explosion. "She erupted. Destroyed the tower, the warrior's heart,
everything he'd built to cage her. Returned to the sky where she
belonged."

"And the
warrior?" I dare to ask.

Tamlin is
quiet for a long moment. "There are two endings to the tale. In one, he
goes mad with grief and loss, cursed to wander alone forever, destroying
everything he touches." His voice roughens. "In the other... he
learns. Realizes that stars belong to everyone, that their light was never
meant to be possessed. And perhaps what he needed wasn't a star at all, it was
closer to the earth all along. Like a… songbird that chooses to stay though
their wings could carry them anywhere."

His eyes
finally meet mine, and the intensity in them steals my breath. "I prefer
the second ending," he says softly.

My heart
thunders in my chest as his words settle into the night air between us. A
songbird. He'd called me that before, but now... now the word carries a
different weight. His eyes still hold mine, and I see uncertainty there,
vulnerability. As though he's revealed too much, given me a truth he can't take
back.

Pieces click
into place - fragments I'd collected without understanding their shape. The war
he'd mentioned that first night. The human female he'd sworn never to trust
again, words spat bitterly at Rhysand. A name that had hung in the air between
them - Feyre. The star in his story. Rhysand’s mate. I understand suddenly that
this isn't just a story - it's his story. A confession wrapped in
metaphor, a warning drawn from his own bitter experience. The tower he'd built
wasn't stone at all, but walls of control and possessiveness. And when they'd
crumbled...

"And
what if..." My voice comes out barely above a whisper, choosing my words
carefully. "What if the songbird wants to stay? Not because she's caged,
but because she's found something worth singing for? Because she’s found the
first place that feels like home?"

He draws in a
sharp breath, and for a moment I think he might reach for me. But then he looks
away, back toward that bright star overhead. "She might change her
mind," he says roughly. "When she sees how broken everything is. How
dangerous."

"I've
seen the broken parts," I remind him softly. "I've been helping put
them back together, remember?" My hand inches closer to his where it rests
between us on the cliff's edge. "And I'm still here."

The night
breeze carries the scent of roses from the valley below, mingled with his
familiar pine and spring rain. When he speaks again, his voice is so low I
almost miss it. "For how long?"

Instead of
answering, I begin to hum - the melody from the Mother's Dance, the one that
had made the great tree's lights dance. His fingers twitch toward mine, and
this time, he doesn't pull away when they touch.

We sit in
comfortable silence as more stars appear overhead, but I'm no longer looking at
them. There's enough light right here on earth.

His thumb
traces absent patterns against my fingers where they touch, each small movement
sending sparks through my skin. A cool night wind sweeps up from the valley,
and I shiver slightly. 

Without a
word, Tamlin shifts closer, letting his warmth shield me from the chill. The
gesture feels significant somehow - not possessive or demanding, but
protective. A choice freely made by both of us. 

"We
should head back," he says finally, though he makes no move to rise.
"It's getting late." 

I know I
should agree. The rational part of me knows we should return to the manor,
maintain whatever careful distance we've established. But the night feels too
perfect to end, filled with starlight and truth and the warmth of his shoulder
against mine. 

"Just a
little longer?" I ask, daring to lean slightly into him. "Unless
you're tired of my company." 

A low sound
rumbles in his chest - not quite a laugh, but close. "Never that,
songbird." The endearment sends warmth blooming through my chest. This is
different from last night's wine-soaked passion. This feels... real. Earned. 

He shifts
again, this time pulling me closer into him, his arms curling around me with
his chest to my back as we look up at the starry sky. The heat from his body
behind me is like the warmest of blankets. The scent of that raw, untamed
magical power fills me as I let myself lean backwards and relax into him. It’s
perhaps the first time in my life I’ve felt truly safe. No – not just safe, but
there’s something else too. Like I'm drowning in his intoxicating scent of
earth and nature and pine, and I want to let myself inhale it. Taste it. Let
myself drown. I feel his arms tighten around me, and I run a hand gently,
absent-mindedly down his forearm, my pulse quickening as I feel the firm
contours of the muscles beneath.

He buries his
face in my hair and I hear him breathing deep, as though he’s trying to drown
in me too. Then, soft as the whisper of wind, I feel lips against my neck just
beneath my ear.

A rush of
desire crashes back through me to my core.

His lips
brush my neck again, soft and questioning, and I tilt my head instinctively to
give him better access. Each gentle kiss sends shivers down my spine, and my
fingers tighten on his forearm.

"Evelyn,"
he breathes against my skin, my name carrying a weight of meaning I've never
heard before. One of his hands slides up to cradle my face, turning me towards
him with exquisite gentleness. His emerald eyes search mine in the starlight, asking
a silent question.

This time
when our lips meet, there's no wine to blame, no desperate need to forget. Just
us, choosing this moment. His kiss is achingly tender, as though he's afraid I
might shatter - or perhaps that he might. I turn further in his arms to better
reach him, my fingers threading through his hair as the kiss deepens. He tastes
of wild things - of spring rain and forest nights and magic itself. His arms
tighten around me, protective rather than possessive, and I feel him smile
against my lips when I make a small sound of contentment.

When we
finally part, his forehead rests against mine. Neither of us speaks, afraid
perhaps to break whatever spell has woven itself around us. Above, the stars
wheel in their eternal dance, but Tamlin isn't looking at them at all.

His thumb
traces my cheekbone, reverent and careful, as though memorizing every detail.
This close, I can see flecks of gold in those emerald eyes, like sunlight
through leaves. Another kiss follows, deeper but still achingly gentle. As
though we have all the time in the world up here beneath the stars.

 

"We
should go back," he murmurs again against my lips, though he makes no move
to release me. His other hand still traces patterns against my back, each touch
sending warmth cascading through me.

"Should
we?" I ask, letting my fingers trail down his chest. I feel his sharp
intake of breath, the way his heart thunders beneath my palm.

"Yes,"
he growls softly. "Before I forget myself entirely."

But he kisses
me again, and again, each one longer than the last. His restraint is different
now - not the desperate battle against desire from last night, but something
more measured. More meaningful.

When he
finally pulls back, the look in his eyes makes my heart skip. I go still,
gazing back into those eyes, feeling our closeness and how the warmth of his
body heat contrasts delightfully with the cool night air.

His thumb
brushes my lower lip, his gaze flickering across my face. I study his features,
his lips, jawline, hair… My hand moves to his heart, feeling the thud beneath
it, letting it resonate with my own.

Then he leans
down, his lips brushing my neck again, trailing to the hollow of my collarbone.
His hands move over my body as his lips continue their path down to the
neckline of my dress, planting another trail of kisses between my breasts
before tugging at the ties of my bodice. My hands fly to assist, loosening it
completely, another shudder taking me as my exposed skin hits night air and the
green fabric pools to the floor. He stops and pulls back, his eyes darkened as
a low rumble of appreciation escapes his throat. The sound only heightens my
need.

With one arm,
he rolls me over onto the ground, his body coming over me and his weight
pressing me into the ground deliciously. He stops and looks down, and for a
moment I see something like vulnerability in his eyes. 

“Evelyn…” His
voice is rough. “I need your body. Your voice. Your noises.” Each demand is
punctuated with a kiss along the line of my jaw, each drawing its own small
gasp from my throat. 

“Take them…
They’re yours. I’m-“ His lips crash back into mine, his mouth swallowing my
words as though to silence them. 

“Don’t..
Don’t speak. Sing. I want you to sing a different tune for me, songbird.” He
shifts between my legs, his hands gripping my thighs and gently pushing them
apart as he grinds against me. I can feel his length, hard and hot against my
core as I let out a low moan, permission to continue. 

Tamlin’s
hands slide to the lace undergarments I’m wearing, and he growls at the
barrier. “Evelyn…” I move my hand to pull them off, but his hand is there,
pulling mine away. With his other hand, he grabs the thin lace between his
fingers, considering for a moment… then tears it clean in half with a single,
savage claw.

I feel his
hips shift against me again, and I whimper needily. “Please, I need you…”

“Then you’re
going to get me.”

His hand
reaches down between us, and he lets out a growl as I feel him against my
slickness. He pushes forward, slowly entering me, his eyes fixed on mine as
though he’s watching for any signs of discomfort, any signs I’ll stop him. He
stops for a moment when he reaches halfway, and it takes me that to adjust to
the sudden fullness, as he leans back in to claim my mouth again, biting on my
lower lip with a moan as he sinks in another inch.

“Tamlin…” His
eyes darken further as I moan his name.

Then with a
shudder, he drives in deeper, claiming me completely, filling me to the hilt.
My eyes flutter shut as I’m momentarily overwhelmed, but the heat of my desire
slowly melts it into comfortable satisfaction. He draws out from me slowly,
then thrusts back in with a guttural growl, his pace slow and controlled as he
takes and gives pleasure.

His hips roll
against mine in a steady, deliberate rhythm, and mine rise to meet his in kind,
a low groan escaping him as I gasp his name again like a prayer, like the only
word I know. His hands pull my wrists above my head, pinning them there as he
thrusts in again in response, his mouth moving over my neck. I shift my hips
slightly, and his hand grips one of my thighs, lifting it to his hip where I
wrap it around him, the new angle allowing me to take him deeper and drawing a
cry of pleasure from my lips as he hits a spot that makes me almost see stars. 

 

“Gods, I-“ he
growls against my skin with another roll of his hips. “Keep making those pretty
noises for me, let me hear you…”

His movements
grow more demanding, more erratic as the night is filled with our moans and
gasps and whispers of each other’s name. I can hear the way his breaths come
faster, and I feel my own climax building, a heartbeat of need clenching
in my core. The need for release battles against the will to hold back, draw
this out, and I moan and whimper needily as I arch my back and cry out his name
again.

But then he
senses I’m on the edge. “Let go, songbird. Let go for me… I… Gods, I need to
feel you…”

It only takes
a few more urgent, deep thrusts, and release takes me hard, my body shuddering
and trembling as the waves crash over me, loud cries spilling from my mouth as
I ride out the white-hot ecstasy coursing and writhing through every nerve. His
body tightens, his rhythm stuttering as he drives himself deeper, deeper,
deeper… and a guttural groan lets me know he finds his release inside me as
well.

He holds
himself there, still buried inside me for a moment, our breaths coming in
ragged gasps, shaking from the intensity of it, before he slowly pulls out,
coming to rest beside me and pulling me back into his arms.

We lie there
holding each other, bodies pressed together in a tight embrace, for what could
be minutes or hours, letting our pulses settle and the aftershocks of pleasure
subside.

Neither of us
speaks. Words would ruin the perfection of this moment, the way his arms feel
around me, the warmth of his chest against my own. I want to memorize this
feeling, bottle it and keep it in my pocket.

His hand
finds my hair, gently tugging the braid free. It falls around my shoulders like
a silken waterfall, and I welcome the way his fingers thread through its
length, mapping a path from my scalp to the small of my back. Each touch sends
shivers along my skin, igniting sparks that chase away the last lingering chill
of the night.

"Beautiful,"
he murmurs against my hair, the word carrying a weight of meaning I've never
heard before. Something that makes my heart ache even as it soars. I tilt my
head back to better meet his gaze, and the light in those emerald eyes nearly
undoes me. There's wonder there, and warmth, and a flicker of something else
that neither of us is ready to name.

He cups my
face, his thumb brushing along my cheekbone, and I lean into his touch, feeling
more seen, more wanted, than I ever have before. His lips brush against mine,
soft and lingering, as if savouring a taste he’s unwilling to let go of.

He breaks the
kiss with a small, almost reluctant sigh, resting his forehead against mine as
his hands drift down to intertwine with my own. Slowly, he draws me to my feet,
guiding me up against his chest, his heartbeat steady beneath my ear, anchoring
me.

"Don’t
relax too much, songbird," he grins against my skin, and magic shimmers
around us. “I’m not nearly done with you.” The world dissolves into light and wind,
reforming into what I recognise as his bedchamber at the manor. He doesn't
release me immediately, as though reluctant to break whatever spell the night
has woven between us. 

Finally, he
guides me to the bed, gently easing me down onto the soft covers, never letting
go of my hand until I’m settled. When I glance back, the expression on his face
makes me wonder if perhaps the star isn’t the only one who could learn how to
shine again.











  
    
    Unknown
    
  




  

22





Tamlin
Her scent
lingers on his skin like a brand.

Tamlin paces
the confines of the study, every muscle coiled tight with restless energy. The
beast prowls beneath his skin, demanding to be let loose, to run until
exhaustion claims him. But he can't leave - can't bear to put that much
distance between them when her heartbeat still echoes in his ears from just
down the hall, asleep in his bed, when each breath carries traces of
honey and sunlight that make his blood sing.

His fingers
trace his lips where hers had been. No wine this time. No excuse of clouded
judgment or temporary madness. Just her, choosing him. Trusting him. The memory
of her body fitting perfectly against his sends another wave of heat through
his veins. His claws threaten to emerge, and he welcomes the pain of forcing
them back. Anything to maintain control.

Control.

The word
tastes bitter on his tongue. How much control does he really have, when every fibre
of his being screams to go to her? 

A soft sound
drifts from down the hall - the whisper of sheets, a gentle sigh. Wild magic
within surges even more in response, frenzied and demanding, flooding his veins
with liquid fire. The need to go to her crashes through him with enough force
to drive him to his knees. To touch, to claim, to ensure nothing could ever
separate them...

The thought
brings him up short, horror flooding his system like ice water.

This is
how it started last time. The possessiveness. The need to keep, to control, to own. All of it
became so much worse after the Mountain, after watching Feyre break and die and
knowing he could do nothing to save her but scream behind that damned mask. He'd
thought it was love last time too. Had convinced himself, once she’d been brought
back to him, that desperate need to keep her close, to protect her from
everything including herself, had been love. Had told himself his suffocating
control was better than the alternative – better than losing her again while he
stood there, useless and impotent. And look how that had ended.

A snarl tears
from his throat as he slams his fist into the wall, leaving spider-web cracks
in the ancient stone. The impact sends shockwaves of pain up his arm, but it's
nothing compared to the agony in his chest. Already he can feel it happening
again - that savage need taking root, growing stronger with every moment she's
near. The way his power reaches for her, just as the Mother's Dance had reached
for her. As though nature itself wants to bind her to him forever.

Tamlin stalks
to the window, bracing his hands on the sill as he drags in deep breaths of
night air. But even that carries her scent, made stronger by the way she'd
responded to his power beneath the stars. The beast in him purrs at the memory,
at how perfectly she'd fit against him, how naturally she'd harmonized with his
realm's ancient magic, how she’d felt surrounding him like that. Like
finding a missing piece of himself he hadn't known was lost.

That's the
true danger. Not just his own weakness, but how right it feels. How natural. As
though she belongs here, belongs with him, belongs...

His claws
gouge deep furrows in the windowsill. No. He won't let himself think
that way. Won't let this wild magic coursing through his blood turn him into
that possessive monster again. He'd rather die than watch her light dim the way
Feyre's had, trapped behind the walls of his fear and need.

But gods, the
way she'd looked at him beneath the stars. The way she'd leaned into his touch
without hesitation, as though she trusted him completely. Little songbird,
who'd come to him broken and found the strength to heal herself. Who looked at
his own brokenness and saw something worth saving.

The thought
of losing her...

A whimper
escapes him, more beast than High Lord. He doesn't deserve her trust, her
gentle heart, her wild joy. Doesn't deserve the way she makes him feel alive
again after so long drowning in ice and shadow. The magic burns hotter beneath
his skin, demanding he go to her, protect her, keep her safe from everything
— including himself.

And she’s human.
A heartbeat fragile in his world, a flickering light that could so easily be
snuffed out. He’d felt it last night, felt the soft press of her skin against
his, the way her bones yielded under his touch. A darker part of him still
shudders at how close he’d been to losing control, to letting the beast within
him take her too roughly, too fiercely. He remembers the softness of her breath
as she slept beside him, her mortal pulse so painfully vulnerable, and the
terror swells anew.

If he can’t
keep himself in check, if even one moment of weakness endangers her… One
outburst of wild rage…

A slow,
coiling sense of dread creeps up his spine, tightening like chains. There has
to be a way to temper this... a way to quiet the wild force within him that
claws for her. Something to bind the beast. His mind drifts to the cellars, to
those forgotten vials buried in dust and memories.

Faebane.

The word
whispers through his mind like savage promise, lingering with the bitter taste
of a weapon he’d vowed never to use again. Hidden away in the deepest cellars,
forgotten stocks of that poison that could suppress Fae power. He'd kept it as
a reminder, a trophy of his own foolishness in trusting Ianthe. Of Hybern. But
now...

The image of
her fragile form, unmarked but impossibly breakable, fills his mind. His hands
tremble with the urge to act—to do whatever he must to protect her, even if it
means caging his own power. Because if he’s wrong, if he ever hurt her… the
thought is too unbearable to finish.

His feet
carry him toward the door before conscious thought kicks in. If he took it,
diluted it perhaps, just enough to dampen whatever this is that threatens to
consume them both... He could still protect her, still be strong enough to keep
her safe, but without the primal fury that had destroyed everything last time.

The beast
howls in protest at the very thought, but he forces himself forward. Down
twisting stairs into the bowels of the manor, where forgotten horrors lurk in
the dark. Faelights, drawing from his power, light the way, and he tries not to
think about how much weaker that light might become. Small price to pay, if it
means keeping her safe from what he truly is.

The door to
the hidden chamber groans open at his touch. Dust and decay tickle his nose,
along with something sharper - the metallic tang of faebane. His hands shake
slightly as he reaches for the small box where he knows those vials still wait.

The box's
hinges creak as he lifts the lid. Inside, dozens of small crystal vials gleam
with dark purpose, their contents shifting with an almost oily iridescence in
the dim light. He lifts one, watching how the purple liquid clings to the glass
like funeral wine. 

The stopper
comes free with a soft pop that seems to echo in the chamber's silence. Even
that small exposure makes his power recoil, retreating beneath his skin like a
wounded animal. The scent hits him - bitter herbs and metal and something else,
something that whispers of peace. Of quiet. Of blessed numbness.

Without
conscious thought, he brings the vial closer to his face. The fumes alone are
enough to make his head swim, to dull the constant burning of magic in his
blood. That wild energy that's been clawing at his insides since he'd kissed
her begins to fade, replaced by a heavy warmth that reminds him of being drunk,
but deeper. Softer. Like sinking into dark water where nothing can touch him.

A single drop
falls from the vial's rim, landing on his wrist. The sensation is immediate - a
spreading coldness that leaves blessed silence in its wake. For the first time
since she'd entered his lands, the beast inside him grows quiet. No need to
claim, to possess, to destroy. Just... peace.

How easy it
would be to let more drops fall. To chase that numbness until all these
dangerous feelings disappear. Until he's certain he can never hurt her the way
he'd hurt...

The letter in
his pocket seems to burn against his chest.

Lucien's
warning floods back - increased patrols, armed forces gathering at his borders.
Nolan and Blackwood's men, searching for what they've lost. The image of
Evelyn's bruises that first night rises in his mind, followed by the memory of
that lesser Fae's hands on her skin. If he weakens himself now, if he
surrenders even a fraction of his power…

The box falls
from nerveless fingers, shattering against the stone floor. Purple liquid seeps
between the flagstones like spilled wine. The numbing aroma grows heady and
thick.

Fool. He can't protect her if he's less
than what he is. Can't keep her safe if he destroys himself from within. But
gods, how does he control this magic that burns hotter with every moment she's
near? How does he keep from becoming that monster again?

A scent
catches his attention - foreign and sharp, carrying notes of iron and steel and
human sweat. His head snaps up, nostrils flaring as he tastes the air. Blood
rushes in his ears as he recognizes what it means.

His territory
has been breached.

***

The shift
comes harder than usual, his magic sluggish and unresponsive. Where normally
the change flows like water, now it feels like pushing through thick mud. When
his beast form finally emerges, the world seems... dulled. Scents that should
be sharp and clear now reach him as though through layers of wet wool.

But even
through the faebane's numbing effect, he catches it again - that bitter tang of
ash-tipped arrows and steel blades. Human sweat and leather and horses. And
underneath it all, something familiar that makes his hackles rise. A particular
blend of cologne and ceremonial incense that he remembers from the war.

Blackwood’s
personal guard.

He launches
himself through the nearest window, glass shattering around his massive form.
The ground seems to tilt when he lands, his usual grace abandoned as the faebane
works deeper into his system. Fool, to let even a drop touch his skin.
But there's no time for self-recrimination - not when armed humans draw closer
to his manor. Closer to her.

The night air
carries more information with each stride, though he has to concentrate harder
than usual to parse it. At least six men, moving in a search pattern he
recognizes from his own patrols. Not random wanderers or lost hunters - this is
a coordinated sweep of his territory. They know what they're looking for. Who
they’re looking for.

He tries to
winnow ahead of their position, but the magic sputters and dies halfway
through. The world spins sickeningly as he rematerializes, forcing him to dig
his claws into the earth until the vertigo passes. The faebane's effect is
getting stronger, spreading through his blood with every racing heartbeat.

Focus. He
forces himself forward, following the trail of crushed vegetation and disturbed
earth that marks their passage. They're being careful, but not careful enough.
Even with his dulled senses, he can track their progress - moving steadily
northeast toward the manor.

A branch
snaps somewhere ahead. Tamlin freezes, every muscle coiled tight despite the
growing heaviness in his limbs. Voices drift through the trees, low and urgent.

"...tracks
lead this way. Fresh ones."

"Horse
or beast?"

"Beast.
Big one. The High Lord himself, if the stories are true."

"Better
ready the ash arrows then. Lord Blackwood was clear - anything that stands
between us and his bride dies."

The growl
rises in Tamlin's throat before he can stop it. The sound carries through the
trees, and he hears the sudden silence of men realizing they've become prey.
The creak of bowstrings being drawn sets his teeth on edge.

Let them
come, the beast snarls, even as the faebane tries to drag him down into
peaceful numbness. Let them learn what happens to those who threaten what's
his.

But as he
coils to spring, a new scent catches his attention. More humans, approaching
from the west. And from the south. His territory is being surrounded,
methodically cut into sectors by multiple search parties. If he engages this
group, the others will continue their advance uncontested.

And at the
centre of their closing circle stands his manor. Stands Evelyn. 

For the first
time in years, Tamlin feels something dangerously close to fear.
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Evelyn
The morning
air tastes different.

I pause in my
inspection of a rose bush, realizing what's changed - the perpetual scent of
decay that had haunted these gardens has lessened, replaced by something
fresher. New growth pushes through the tangles of dead vines, tiny leaves
unfurling like shy hands reaching for sunlight. Even the thorns seem less
savage, as though the plants are remembering they can be beautiful as well as
defensive.

My fingertips
brush a bud that wasn't there yesterday, its tightly closed petals holding the
promise of crimson. Like so many things in the Spring Court, it feels like
awakening from a long winter - slow and tentative, but undeniable.

My own
awakening still hums beneath my skin. Every time I close my eyes, I feel
Tamlin's arms around me, taste his kiss under the stars. 

A flash of
movement catches my eye - sunlight on metal, or perhaps flame. I turn,
expecting to find Tamlin returned from wherever he'd disappeared to before dawn,
though I hadn’t felt that familiar aura of him…

Instead, I
find myself facing a stranger.

He's clearly
Fae, though different from Tamlin - more slender, with hair like liquid fire
that marks him unmistakably as Autumn Court. One russet eye studies me with
diplomatic assessment, while the other... I try not to stare at the mechanical
marvel that whirs and clicks as it focuses on me, its golden surface etched
with delicate symbols.

"What,"
he says softly, dangerously, "is a human doing in the Spring Court's
gardens?" His hand drifts to the sword at his hip, though he doesn't draw
it. Not yet.

I straighten
my spine, refusing to show fear. "I could ask what an Autumn Court Fae is
doing here as well."

A flash of
something - surprise perhaps, at my recognition of his heritage - crosses his
face. Then his lips curve into a sharp smile that doesn't reach his eyes.
"Lucien, former Emissary of the Spring Court. And you are...?"

"Evelyn."
I turn back to the rose bush, a new leaf unfurling beneath my touch, impossibly
green against all the grey. "I live here now."

"Do you
indeed." His tone carries centuries of dry skepticism. "How...
interesting. Especially given the recent increase in human activity along our
borders."

His remaining
eye narrows as he studies me, taking in every detail with an assessment that
feels sharp as a blade.

"You,"
he says carefully, "must be why Tamlin hasn't answered my letters."

"He
hasn't been avoiding you specifically," I offer, glancing back at him. "He's
been... occupied."

"Yes, I
can see that. Occupied with installing another human female in his court.
Because that worked out so well last time."

The words
sting, but I continue my inspection of the bush. "I'm not replacing
anyone. I'm just..." What? What am I to this place, to its lord? "I'm
helping where I can."

"Helping."
But some of the edge has left his voice as his gaze sweeps the garden, taking
in the subtle changes. The patches of new grass breaking through dead earth.
The way some of the roses have begun to uncurl from their defensive tangles. "You've
been cleaning. Fixing things."

It's not a
question, but I answer anyway. "Someone needed to."

Lucien
circles the garden slowly, his mechanical eye whirring as he catalogues each
small sign of improvement. "And does Tamlin know you're out here alone? Or
has he locked you in at night, assigned guards to watch your every move?"

"Neither."
I move to another bush, checking for signs of life. "He lets me go where I
want. Do what I want." A smile tugs at my lips as I remember his words on
the cliff. A songbird that chooses to stay though their wings could carry
them anywhere.

"Does he
now." Lucien's tone shifts subtly, becoming more curious than accusatory.
"How very... unlike him."

"People
can change." I dare to meet his gaze directly. "If they want to. If
they're given reason to."

Something in
my words makes both his eyes - mechanical and natural - widen slightly. He
studies me again, but differently now. Less like a threat to be assessed and
more like a puzzle he's trying to solve.

"You're
not afraid of him." It's half statement, half question.

"No."
The answer comes easily, naturally. "Not even when perhaps I should
be."

Lucien's
laugh is short but genuine. "No wonder the roses are growing again."
He gestures to the bud I'd been examining. "They recognize another
stubborn thing that blooms in unlikely places."

Something
about his manner reminds me of the foxes that used to den near our estate -
careful, watchful, but curious despite themselves. I decide to take a risk.

"Why did
you really come?" I ask, keeping my movements slow and deliberate as I
check another rose bush. "The letters he hasn't answered... you're worried
about him."

Lucien
circles the garden like a predator testing boundaries, but his movements carry
more uncertainty than threat. "Tamlin has been my friend for
centuries," he says finally. "Even when perhaps he shouldn't have
been."

"What
was he like?" The question slips out before I can stop it. "Before...
everything?"

That russet
eye fixes on me with renewed intensity, the mechanical one whirring as though
measuring my sincerity. "Different. Stronger. The Spring Court
was..." He gestures at the slowly healing garden. "This place used to
pulse with life. Celebrations that lasted weeks, music at all hours. Tamlin
was..." A shadow crosses his face. "He was a good High Lord,
once."

"He
still could be." I touch a fragile new shoot, remembering how Tamlin's
hands had been so gentle despite all their strength. "The land is
healing."

"Because
of you?" There's a sharp edge to the question.

"No."
I meet his gaze steadily. "Because he's letting it."

Lucien's
laugh holds more surprise than mockery. "Interesting. The last time a
human female tried to heal this place..." He trails off, suddenly wary
again.

"Feyre,"
I say quietly. "I know about her. Well, some of it."

His eyebrows
rise. "He told you?"

"In his
way. Through a story about a star."

"Ah."
Lucien's expression softens slightly. "That's... actually rather poetic of
him. And very unlike the Tamlin I've known lately."

I move to
another part of the garden, noting how the grass seems greener here. "Lucien
Vanserra. You spend time in the human lands now, don't you? With the human
queen?"

This time
both his eyes widen. "You're well-informed for someone who's been locked
away in this manor."

"Not
locked. And my father..." I swallow hard. "Lord Nolan keeps detailed
records of all Fae activity near our borders. Especially since the wall
fell."

"Nolan."
Lucien goes very still, like a fox catching a dangerous scent. "You're
Marcus Nolan's daughter?"

I lift my
chin. "I was. Now I'm just... me."

Something
shifts in his expression - understanding perhaps, or recognition. "The one
who disappeared before her wedding to Janus Blackwood."

"The
very same." I turn away, not wanting to see pity in those mismatched eyes.


The silence
stretches between us, filled only with the whisper of new leaves in the morning
breeze. When Lucien speaks again, his voice carries a gentleness I hadn't
expected.

"It's
not an easy choice to make. Leaving everything you've known, everyone who was
supposed to love you." He moves closer, though still maintaining a careful
distance. "My brothers used to hunt foxes for sport. They'd set the whole
pack after one, run it to exhaustion before moving in for the kill. But
sometimes..." A slight smile touches his lips. "Sometimes the fox
would find an unexpected sanctuary. Somewhere the hunters would never think to
look."

"Like a
broken court with a broken lord?"

"Perhaps."
He studies me again, but the wariness has faded to something more considering.
"Though I'm starting to think perhaps neither is as broken as I
feared."

I find myself
sharing a small smile with him. "The roses are growing again."

"So they
are." His gaze sweeps the garden once more. "And Tamlin... is he
treating you well?"

"He's
been..." I search for the right words. "Gentle. Despite everything in
him that probably screams not to be."

"Now
that," Lucien says softly, "is definitely not the Tamlin I
remember." He takes a step closer, close enough now that I can see the
fine scrollwork on his mechanical eye. "You know, I've spent centuries
trying to understand him. Trying to help him find some kind of balance between
the beast and the lord. And here you are, somehow managing it without even
trying."

"I'm not
trying to change him," I say. "Just... giving him space to change
himself. If he wants to."

Lucien's
laugh is warmer this time. "No wonder the court responds to you. You
understand something it took me far too long to learn - sometimes healing only
comes when you stop trying to force it."

He opens his
mouth as though to say more, but suddenly his head snaps up, both eyes focusing
on something in the distance. Every line of his body goes rigid with sudden
tension. 

"Where
is Tamlin now?" His voice carries an urgency that sends ice down my spine.

"I
haven't seen him today. Why?"

Lucien's hand
drops to the sword at his hip. "Because we're about to have uninvited
guests. Hold on." 

It’s all the
warning I get before Lucien grabs my arm. The world dissolves into wind and
shadow, reforming in what I recognize as the study. Through the windows, I
catch glimpses of movement at the garden's edge - the flash of steel, the dull
gleam of ash-tipped arrows.

"We need
to get you somewhere safe," Lucien says, already reaching for me again.
"The Summer Court perhaps, or-"

"Wait."
My heart pounds as more figures emerge from the tree line. Their movements are
familiar - the precise, coordinated patterns I'd watched from my bedroom window
countless times as Father's men trained. "Those aren't random
soldiers."

Lucien's
expression tightens. "No. I've been tracking increased activity along the
borders for weeks. That's why I came – these human forces have been pushing
deeper into Fae territory than we've seen since the war. Almost as though
they're searching for something." His mismatched eyes fix on me with
sudden understanding. "Or someone."

The blood
drains from my face. "Father's men. And... Janus's."

"Yes.
And they're carrying enough ash to bring down a High Lord."

No. Horror floods my system as I think
of Tamlin out there alone. Something tugs at my awareness - a strange certainty
that he's east of us, moving through the deeper woods. The sensation is both
foreign and achingly familiar, like a song half-remembered from childhood.

"We need
to find Tamlin first," I say, already moving toward the door.

Lucien
catches my arm. "What we need is to get you to safety. Tamlin can handle
himself."

But I shake
my head, that strange certainty growing stronger. "Something's wrong.
He's... he's not at full strength." I don't know how I know this, but the
knowledge sits in my chest like a stone. "I can feel it."

Both of
Lucien's eyes widen. "You can... feel it?"

"I don't
know how to explain it. But he's out there, and he's in danger." My voice
cracks slightly. "You know what weapons my father's army carries - spelled
steel that burns through Fae flesh, arrows tipped with mountain ash. If they
catch him weakened..."

"All the
more reason to get you away from here," Lucien insists. "I can take
you as far as the Summer Court's borders. Tarquin would-"

"No."
The word comes out stronger than I'd intended. "I won't run. Not this
time."

"Evelyn-"

"You
said you're his friend." I meet his gaze directly. "Then help me find
him before they do."

Something
shifts in Lucien's expression - recognition perhaps, or resignation. His
mechanical eye whirs as he studies me, and I wonder if he sees something I
don't yet understand myself.

"I can't
winnow us far," he says finally. "Not like Tamlin.”

"Then we
go on foot."

He's quiet
for a long moment, that russet eye measuring me with new consideration.
"You really won't leave him."

"No. I
won't."

A string of
creative curses slips from his lips. "Fine. But when Tamlin kills me for
putting you in danger, I'm blaming you entirely." He moves to the window,
scanning the grounds. "How certain are you about him being east?"

That tugging
sensation pulses again, like a compass pointing true north. "Very."

"Then
we'd better hurry." His hand drops to his sword hilt again. "Because
your father's men are heading the same direction."
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Tamlin
The faebane
crawls through his blood like ice water, dulling his senses but sharpening his
thoughts. Where usually the beast would be howling for blood, demanding
immediate violence, now Tamlin finds himself noticing details he might have
missed in that feral haze. The soldiers' formations. Their careful positioning.
The way they coordinate their movements with subtle hand signals.

These aren't
common guardsmen. They're elite forces, trained specifically for Fae hunting.

He follows
their progress through the trees, fighting the sluggishness in his limbs. The
shift had taken more effort than he'd like to admit, but his beast form's raw
strength helps offset the faebane's effects. Still, when he tries to winnow
ahead of their position again, the magic sputters and dies.

Such a damned
fool, to let even a drop of that poison touch his skin. And then he’d spilled
the entire case. But the clarity it brings... he can't deny how much easier it
is to think without magic burning through his veins like liquid fire. Without
that primal need to destroy anything and everything. To protect what’s his.

His thoughts
sharpen on that word - his. Even now, with the beast's voice muffled, the need
to protect her burns steady and clear. But it's different. Calmer. More
focused.

A soldier's
voice drifts through the predawn air: "Spread out. Check every hollow and
cave. Lord Blackwood wants proof she's here before we bring in the main
force."

Main force.
The words send ice through his veins that has nothing to do with faebane. He
remembers the weapons they'd carried during the war - spelled iron that could
eat through Fae flesh like acid, arrows tipped with mountain ash that could
ground even the strongest fliers. If they return with a full army...

Movement
ahead catches his attention - a scout breaking from the main group, heading
toward a ridge that overlooks the manor. If he reaches that vantage point...

Tamlin
considers his options with a tactical awareness that feels foreign in its
clarity. Usually he'd rush in, tear through them all with savage fury. But the faebane
forces him to be smarter. More precise.

He circles
behind the scout, placing each massive paw with deliberate care. The human's
scent carries notes of fear beneath the steel and leather, but also
determination. Devotion to his lord. Any other time, Tamlin might have
respected that loyalty.

Not today.

He waits
until the scout reaches the ridge's edge, until the manor comes into view
beyond the trees. Then he moves.

Even
weakened, he's faster than any human. His jaws close around the scout's neck
before the man can cry out, cutting off sound and life in one savage motion.
The body drops silently into the underbrush.

One down. But
through the trees, he counts at least eight more. And somewhere beyond them...

A new scent
catches his attention. Expensive cologne. Ceremonial incense. And underneath it
all, the sharp tang of human ambition. Janus Blackwood has come to retrieve his
bride himself.

Blood stains
his muzzle, but Tamlin forces himself to remain still. He watches, measuring
distances between the soldiers, noting how they move in coordinated pairs. These
aren't common men who spook at shadows. They track through his woods with the
confidence of those who've hunted Fae before.

Two soldiers
approach his position, checking the underbrush with methodical precision. The
oak leaves above him rustle, and he realizes with startling clarity that
they're herding him. Each team pushing him toward some chosen killing ground
where Blackwood undoubtedly waits with ash arrows at ready.

Not this
time.

He lets them
pass beneath his branch, then drops. The first soldier dies before he hits the
ground. The second manages half a shout before Tamlin's claws find his throat.

But it's
enough.

"There!"

The forest
erupts into controlled chaos. Arrows hiss through leaves - regular steel, not
ash. Testing his position. He springs away, leading them further from the
manor, from her. His movements feel slower than usual, the faebane's chill
seeping deeper into his muscles. A branch catches his shoulder as he lands,
sending him stumbling. Without his full power, his usual grace is compromised.
The beast snarls in frustration, but that crystalline clarity remains. They
expect him to charge, to fight like the monster they believe him to be.

Instead, he
circles. Three more soldiers crash through the underbrush, spreading out to
flank him. The tang of iron fills the air - spelled weapons finally emerging.
One carries a net woven with metallic threads that gleam with ugly purpose.

"Hold
formation!" A sharp command cuts through the woods. "Drive him toward
the ravine!"

Tamlin's lips
curl back from his fangs. Let them think they're herding him. Let them believe
their trap will work.

He retreats
slowly, deliberately, leaving obvious tracks in the soft earth. The soldiers
follow, their confidence growing with each step. They think the High Lord is
weakened, running scared.

They're half
right.

The ravine
opens before him, steep walls dropping into shadow. Perfect ground for an
ambush - if you're expecting your quarry to be trapped.

But Tamlin
had walked these lands for centuries before these men were born.

He backs
toward the edge, letting them see fear in his movements. Let them think they've
won. Let them come just a little closer...

The first
soldier breaks from cover, iron-tipped spear levelled at Tamlin's chest. The
second follows, the spelled net raised high.

Now.

Tamlin
launches himself straight up, catching a hanging vine he'd noted earlier. His
claws slice through it even as his momentum carries him in an arc over their
heads. The soldiers' shouts of triumph turn to horror as their own momentum
carries them toward the ravine's edge.

He lands
behind them, no longer bothering with stealth. His roar shakes leaves from the
trees as he tears into the remaining soldiers. Their iron weapons spark against
his claws, burning where they touch, but the pain barely registers through the faebane's
numbing effect.

Blood sprays
across moss and stone. His blood, their blood, it doesn't matter. What matters
is that none of them reach the manor. None of them reach her. A sound catches
his ear - the whisper of a bowstring being drawn. He whirls, but too slowly—

The first ash
arrow takes him in the shoulder.

It burns like
liquid fire where it pierces his flesh, fighting against his body's attempt to
heal. Combined with the faebane already in his system, the pain nearly drives
him to his knees. Nearly.

"I must
admit," a cultured voice calls from the shadows, "I expected
something more... impressive. The great High Lord of the Spring Court, brought
low by a single arrow?"

Tamlin forces
himself to remain in beast form despite his body's screaming protest. Through
the haze of pain, he tracks Janus Blackwood's approach - the subtle shifting of
leaves, the whisper of expensive boots against forest loam. The human lord
remains carefully behind his remaining soldiers, out of immediate reach.

Coward.

"I've
heard such stories about you," Blackwood continues, each word dripping
with false consideration. "The beast who tore through Amarantha. The
monster who held a human girl captive until she became something else
entirely." A pause heavy with meaning. "I wonder... is that what you
plan for my bride as well?"

The growl
builds in Tamlin's chest despite his efforts at control. The arrow wound throbs
in time with his heartbeat, each pulse sending fresh waves of burning agony
through his shoulder.

"Though
I suppose I should thank you," Blackwood muses. "Once word spreads
that the Spring Court's High Lord kidnapped a noble bride, tried to corrupt her
with Fae magic... well. The other human lords will have no choice but to
support my campaign to reclaim these lands." His laugh carries genuine
pleasure. "You've given me exactly the excuse I needed."

Understanding
crashes through Tamlin with devastating clarity. This isn't just about Evelyn.
This is about territory, about power - using her disappearance as justification
for war.

"Of
course, if you were to return her now..." Blackwood lets the offer hang in
the air. "Perhaps we could avoid unnecessary bloodshed. After all, what's
one human girl worth against the lives of your remaining subjects? Oh
wait..." His smile turns cruel. "You don't have any subjects left, do
you? They all abandoned you. Just like she will, in the end."

Tamlin's
claws dig into the earth, fighting the urge to lunge. Even through the faebane's
fog, he can smell the ash arrows trained on his position. One wrong move...

"Nothing
to say?" Blackwood sighs dramatically. "Come now, beast. I've heard
you can speak in that form. Or has the mighty High Lord truly fallen so far
that he can't even manage words anymore?"

"She
chose to come here." The words scratch from Tamlin's throat like gravel.
"Chose to escape you."

"Did
she?" Blackwood's tone drips false concern. "Or did you enchant her,
like your kind so loves to do? Weave pretty magic until she forgot
herself?" He takes a careful step forward, still staying behind his
guards. "I've studied your kind, you see. I know all about your tricks,
your glamours. The way you steal humans away into your realm until they forget
their true nature."

The
accusation would have sent him into a killing rage once. Now, with the faebane
cooling his blood, Tamlin feels only cold fury. "The only trick was
letting her see what real monsters look like. She wears your scars still."

Something
ugly flashes across Blackwood's face. "Ah yes, about that..." His
hand signals to his men. "Take him. Alive, if possible. Dead if necessary.
But make sure there's enough left to display when we return these lands to
their rightful rulers."

The soldiers
move forward as one, ash-tipped iron gleaming. Tamlin tenses, preparing to
fight despite the ash burning in his shoulder, despite the faebane turning his
limbs to lead.

Then a
familiar scent catches his attention - honey and sunlight, twisted with fear.

No.

Through the
trees, he catches a flash of forest-green fabric. 

Evelyn. 

And behind
her... fire-bright hair he hasn't seen in months. Lucien? Here? The shock
almost makes him miss his former emissary's expression of alarm as they run
straight toward Blackwood's position.

The beast in
him howls in desperation, but the faebane's clarity remains. They're running
straight into a trap, and he can't warn them in time.











  
    
    Unknown
    
  




  

25





Evelyn
The first
thing I see is blood.

Golden fur
matted with crimson, an ash arrow protruding from Tamlin's massive shoulder.
The sight stops me dead in my tracks, Lucien nearly colliding with me from
behind.

Then I hear
that voice - the one that's haunted my nightmares for months.

"Well."
Janus steps into view, and my body instinctively tries to make itself smaller.
"The prodigal bride returns."

He looks
exactly as I remember - elegant and pristine even in the middle of these wild
woods. His dark hair is perfectly styled, his expensive jacket unwrinkled, as
though he's attending a court function rather than a hunt. Only the cold
calculation in his grey eyes betrays his true nature.

"Janus."
My voice comes out steadier than I expect, though my hands shake at my sides.

His smile
doesn't reach his eyes. "My dear Evelyn. You've led us on quite the
chase." His gaze drifts to Tamlin, lip curling slightly. "Though I
must say, your taste in companions has... deteriorated."

A low growl
rumbles from Tamlin's throat. I see him tense, preparing to spring despite his
wounds, despite whatever else is wrong with him. I can feel it somehow - that
strange awareness telling me he's not at full strength. Like I can’t feel
that aura of magic that had become a blanket around me whenever I was in his
presence.

"Lord
Blackwood." Lucien's voice cuts through the tension, diplomatic even now.
"This is a dangerous game you're playing. The treaties-"

"Don't
apply here," Janus interrupts smoothly. "This is a domestic matter. A
husband retrieving his wayward bride from those who've... corrupted her."
His smile turns cruel. "Unless you're claiming the Spring Court officially
sanctions the kidnapping of human nobles?"

I see
Lucien's careful mask slip for just a moment. This is exactly what Janus wants
- to force the Fae courts to either claim responsibility for me or abandon
Tamlin to human justice.

"I
wasn't kidnapped." The words burst from me, stronger now. "I chose to
leave. To escape you."

"Did
you?" Janus takes a step closer, and it takes everything I have not to
retreat. "And what stories did this beast tell you to convince you of
that? What magic did he work to make you forget your place?"

"The
only magic here," I say coldly, "was showing me I deserved better
than a man who treats his bride like property to be broken.”

Something
dangerous flashes in his eyes - that familiar look that used to send me running
for cover. But I'm not that girl anymore. I stand my ground, lifting my chin in
defiance.

"Careful,
sweet one." His voice drops to that soft tone that precedes violence.
"You're only making this worse for yourself. Come home now, and perhaps
I'll be merciful. Perhaps I'll even let your beast live, though he'll serve as
an excellent example of what happens to Fae who steal from their betters."

A snarl rips
from Tamlin's throat, but I catch the way he sways slightly. Whatever's
affecting him, it's getting worse. And Janus's archers still have arrows
trained on him.

"The
only thing worse than your cruelty," I say quietly, "is your
stupidity if you think I'll ever go back with you."

The words hit
home. Janus's composed mask cracks, showing the rage beneath. "You forget
yourself, girl. You are mine. By contract, by law, by your father's will-"

"I
belong to no one." Power I didn't know I possessed rings in my voice.
"Not to my father. Not to you. And not even to him." I gesture to
Tamlin, though my heart twists at the admission. "I choose my own path
now."

"Then
you choose death." Janus's hand rises, signalling his archers. "Take
the beast down. And if my bride is too corrupted to be saved..." His eyes
meet mine with cold finality. "Well. Better a clean death than living as a
Fae's whore."

The arrows
release with a deadly whisper.

"No!"

The scream
tears from my throat as I launch myself forward, not thinking, just moving.
Time seems to slow, each heartbeat stretching like thick glue as the arrows
slice through the air toward Tamlin.

But Lucien is
faster.

Fire erupts
between us and the archers - not normal flames, but burning ribbons of
autumn-gold magic that incinerate the arrows mid-flight. The display sends
Janus's men stumbling backward, their training against Fae magic warring with
instinctive human fear.

"That,"
Lucien says coldly, "was a terrible mistake."

Janus's
composed mask cracks further. "You dare-"

"Oh, I
dare." Lucien's russet eye blazes with fury as he steps forward. "You
just attacked a High Lord on his own lands. In front of a witness from another
court. Even your human laws can't protect you from that."

I reach
Tamlin's side, my hands finding golden fur matted with blood. That strange
awareness pulses stronger with the contact - something's wrong, more than just
the arrow wound. His magic feels... muffled somehow.

"My
lands now," Janus snarls, all pretence at civility abandoned. "Or
they will be, once word spreads of how the Spring Court's beast ensorcelled a
human bride. How he forced us to take action to protect our own."

"Is that
what you'll tell them?" I ask, keeping my voice steady as I examine
Tamlin's wound. "That you were protecting me? The same way you protected
me before?" I straighten, letting him see the steel in my spine.
"Should I show them the scars, Janus? Should I tell them what their noble
lord does to those he claims to love?"

Something
ugly twists his features. "You little-"

"Choose
your next words carefully." Tamlin's voice comes rough and deadly, despite
whatever's weakening him. "They may be your last."

More soldiers
emerge from the trees - at least a dozen, all carrying iron weapons. We're
surrounded, though Janus remains safely behind his men.

"Always
the beast," he says, seeming to regain his composure. "So quick to
threaten violence. To destroy anything that threatens your possession of
her." His smile turns vicious. "Tell me, doesn't that sound familiar?
Isn't that exactly what drove the last one away?"

I feel Tamlin
go rigid beneath my hands. The words strike deeper than any arrow, hitting
wounds that haven't healed.

"He's
nothing like you," I say, and the quiet conviction in my voice makes Janus
blink. "He gave me a choice. Let me choose. You're the only one here
trying to cage anyone."

"Enough."
Janus signals his men. "Take them. Kill the beasts if you must, but I want
her alive."

The soldiers
advance as one, iron weapons gleaming. Lucien's flames rise higher, but I can
see the strain on his face - he can't hold them all back forever. And Tamlin...

I feel him
gather himself to spring, to fight despite whatever's dulling his power. Ready
to tear through them all to keep me safe, even if it kills him.

No. I won't
watch anyone else bleed for me.

My fingers
find the ash arrow in his shoulder. Before anyone can stop me, I wrap my hand
around the shaft and pull.

The arrow
comes free with a sound that turns my stomach, but the effect is immediate.
Tamlin's power surges, not quite to full strength but enough. Enough to remind
these men why they once feared to enter these woods.

His roar
shakes the leaves from the trees.

Then
everything explodes into chaos.

Lucien's fire
and Tamlin's fury tear through Janus's forces like a storm. Even weakened, a
High Lord's power is terrifying to behold. The soldiers break formation, their
carefully planned attack dissolving into mayhem as they realize what they're
truly facing.

But Janus...
Janus just watches, that cold calculation never leaving his eyes even as his
men fall or flee around him. As though this is exactly what he expected. What
he wanted.

"You
see?" he calls over the sounds of battle, his voice carrying that familiar
cruel amusement. "See how quickly they turn to violence? This is what
you've chosen, sweet Evelyn. This is what you'll bring down upon these
lands."

"The
only violence here is what you brought," I snap, but the words taste
hollow as I watch blood spray across the forest floor. My fingers still burn
where they touched the ash arrow, and that strange awareness tells me Tamlin is
still fighting whatever had weakened him before.

"Today
was just a taste." Janus begins backing away, his remaining guards forming
up around him. "When I return, it will be with armies. The other lords
will have no choice but to support me once they see what monsters lurk in these
woods." His eyes meet mine with terrible promise. "Remember that
every death that follows will be your choice. Your fault."

"The
only fault," Lucien snarls, flames still dancing around him, "lies
with those who break treaties centuries old. Or have you forgotten why the wall
fell in the first place?"

But Janus
just laughs. "Treaties? With beasts? No, Emissary. The wall fell because
humans grew weak, forgot what lurked in these forests. I intend to remind
them." His smile turns razor-sharp. "Perhaps I'll mount the High
Lord's head above my gates. A reminder of the price of stealing what belongs to
me."

Tamlin lunges
for him, but Janus's guards are ready. Ash-tipped spears force him back as
their lord retreats further.

"Until
we meet again, my bride." Janus's voice carries back through the trees.
"I do hope there's enough of your beast left to feel it when I take back
what's mine."

Then they're
gone, leaving only blood and promises of war behind.

The forest
falls silent save for harsh breathing and the dying crackle of Lucien's flames.
Tamlin shifts back to his Fae form with visible effort, though the ash arrow's
wound is already beginning to heal.

For a long
moment, he and Lucien just stare at each other. 

"You
look terrible," Lucien says finally, breaking the tension.

A sound
escapes Tamlin that might be a laugh or a snarl. "You look..."

"Dashing
as ever?" Lucien suggests, though his hand hasn't left his sword hilt.

"Like
someone who should have told me about Blackwood's forces before they reached my
borders."

"I
tried. Multiple times. Through multiple letters that you didn't bother to
read."

They hold
each other's gaze for another tense moment before Tamlin looks away first.
"We don't have time for this now." 

"No,"
Lucien agrees quietly. "We don't." A beat of silence passes before he
continues. "Well, that could have gone better.”

"He
planned this." My voice sounds distant to my own ears as understanding
settles in. "He wanted an excuse to move against the Spring Court. Against
all of Prythian."

"Yes."
Tamlin's voice is rough with pain and fury. "And we just gave him exactly
what he needed."

"What do
we do?" I ask, hating how small my voice sounds. This is my fault. All of
it.

"We
prepare." Lucien sheaths his sword, his diplomatic mask slipping back into
place. "Blackwood won't move immediately - he'll need time to gather
allies, convince the other lords. But when he does..."

"When he
does," Tamlin growls, "he'll find these lands aren't as defenceless
as he thinks."

But I hear
the uncertainty beneath his words. The Spring Court is broken, its power
diminished. Its High Lord is... something's wrong with him still, though I
still can't put my finger on what.

"We
should get back to the manor," Lucien says, always practical.
"There's much to discuss." His mismatched eyes fix on me. "And I
think it's time we all shared exactly what we know."

Tamlin nods
slowly, though I notice he doesn't try to winnow us back. Whatever's affecting
him must be serious if he's willing to show that weakness, even to his old
friend.

As we begin
the long walk home, I feel Janus's words settle around my shoulders like a
cloak made of thorns. War is coming to the Spring Court.

And it's all
because of me.
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Tamlin
The walk back
to the manor takes longer than it should.

Tamlin forces
himself to maintain a steady pace despite the Faebane still churning through
his system, dulling his senses and making each step feel like wading through
mud. The ash arrow's wound has mostly healed, but combined with the poison...
He clenches his jaw, refusing to show weakness even as his vision swims.

The forest
seems different in the aftermath of battle. Or perhaps it's the Faebane making
everything feel strange and distant, like viewing his lands through clouded
glass. Even the constant song of spring magic that usually runs through his
veins has gone quiet.

But there are
changes that can't be blamed on the poison. New growth pushes through dead
leaves where Evelyn's footsteps had passed days before. The roses that once
grew wild and cruel have begun to soften, their thorns less savage. His
territory is healing, however slowly, and he's not sure whether to credit her
presence or his own diminished influence on the land.

Lucien must
have noticed too - his mechanical eye whirring as it catalogues each small sign
of renewal. The questions Tamlin sees building behind his former emissary's
eyes make him quicken his pace despite his body's protest. Lucien has been too
quiet, too observant. That mechanical eye probably catches everything else, too
- the slight stumble in his step, the way he hasn't attempted to winnow them
back, how his magic feels muted and strange.

They reach
the manor's entrance just as dawn fully breaks. Evelyn moves immediately to
light the entrance hall's fireplace - a task he should do with magic but can't
risk attempting. The small domestic gesture catches at something in his chest,
even as guilt twists through him. He should be stronger than this. Should be
able to protect her, protect his lands, without...

"You're
dulled." Lucien's voice cuts through his thoughts like a blade. "Your
power. What did you do?"

Tamlin forces
his face to remain neutral. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"Don't."
Lucien's russet eye narrows. "I've known you too long for that. Your magic
is suppressed. Almost like..." His mechanical eye whirs as understanding
dawns. "Faebane. You still had stores of it here?"

"Tamlin?"
Evelyn's voice is soft, concerned. She'd noticed too, he realizes. Had felt it
somehow.

"What
makes you so certain it was mine?"

Lucien's
russet eye narrows. "Because we tracked down every store of it after
Hybern's defeat. Every drop was supposed to be destroyed except..." His
gaze drifts to the cellars. "Except what you kept as a reminder.”

Of Ianthe. Another
failure. Another betrayal he should have seen coming.

"It's
different," he finds himself saying, though he hadn't meant to explain.
"When the magic is quiet. Clearer. Like I can finally think past
the..." Past the primal urges, the possessive need that had destroyed
everything last time.

"It's
poison, Tam." Lucien's voice carries centuries of friendship beneath the
frustration. "It doesn't just dull the magic, it dulls everything.
Including your judgment, apparently."

"It
doesn't matter," he growls, but his legs choose that moment to betray him.
He catches himself against a wall, hating the weakness, hating how they both
move to help him.

"Doesn't
matter?" Lucien's laugh holds no humour. "You exposed yourself to faebane
right before a battle? What were you thinking?"

"I was
thinking," Tamlin snarls, "that I needed to be sure I
wouldn't..." He cuts himself off, but it's too late.

"Wouldn't
what?" Lucien presses, though something in his expression suggests he
already knows.

"Wouldn't
become that monster again." The words scrape from his throat like broken
glass. "Wouldn't let the magic make me..." His eyes find Evelyn,
standing so still by the fireplace. "I won't cage another person I-"
He stops, swallowing the word he can't say.

The memories
crash through him - the walls he'd built, the guards he'd posted, each
"protective" measure driving her further away. Even now, he can feel
that same force trying to surface through the faebane's chill, demanding he
keep Evelyn close, keep her safe, keep her...

Understanding
floods Lucien's features. "So you poisoned yourself instead. Brilliant
plan, old friend. How did that work out for you?"

"It
cleared my head," Tamlin admits quietly. "Made it easier to think
past the..." Past the primal need to possess, to control, to keep.

"And
nearly got you killed." Lucien runs a hand through his fire-bright hair.
"The Tamlin I knew wouldn't have hesitated to tear Blackwood apart. Would
have been able to."

"The
Tamlin you knew destroyed everything he touched."

Silence falls
heavy as morning light spills through broken windows. Evelyn moves closer, and
he has to stop himself from reaching for her.

"We need
to discuss our next move," Lucien says finally. "Blackwood won't wait
long to gather his forces. The other human lords will join him - they've been
looking for an excuse to push back against Fae territories since the wall fell."

"Let
them come." Tamlin straightens despite his body's protest. "These
lands have survived worse."

"Have
they?" Lucien's voice turns sharp. "Look around you, Tam. Your court
is in ruins. Your power is compromised - and don't think I believe that was
your only dose of faebane. You need allies."

"I need
nothing-"

"Stop."
Evelyn's quiet command cuts through their arguing. "Both of you." She
turns to Tamlin, and something in her eyes makes his chest ache. "You're
not alone anymore. Let people help."

"The
Night Court-" Lucien begins, and Tamlin can't stop the snarl that rises in
response, cutting him off.

"No."
The word comes out as a growl. "I won't go begging to Rhysand."

Images flash
through his mind - Rhysand's knowing smirk, Feyre's cold eyes as she'd declared
his court a prison, his own hands destroying everything in helpless rage as his
power was stripped away piece by piece.

"They've
taken enough from me," he growls, though the words lack their usual heat.
The faebane makes even his anger feel distant, manageable. Almost... peaceful.
The realization sends a chill down his spine that has nothing to do with the
poison.

"Then
you'll what?" Lucien demands. "Fight an entire human army alone?
Watch your lands burn because you're too proud to accept help?" He
gestures around the broken hall. "Or perhaps you haven't noticed, but your
isolation hasn't exactly been working out well so far."

Tamlin's
claws threaten to emerge, but the faebane makes even that simple change
difficult. "Get out."

"Tamlin-"
Evelyn starts.

"Both of
you. Out. I need to think."

He doesn't
look at either of them as they leave, doesn't want to see the concern in her
eyes or the frustration in his. Instead he stares out the broken windows toward
his borders, where somewhere human armies gather.

The faebane's
chill is finally starting to fade, letting his power seep back slowly. But
Lucien's words echo in his mind. Your court is in ruins. Your power is
compromised.

He'd thought
he was protecting her by dampening his magic. Instead, he'd nearly lost
everything. Again. A
sound draws his attention - voices from the next room. Lucien and Evelyn,
speaking in low tones. He shouldn't listen, but...

"The
Night Court would be safest," Lucien is saying. "Rhysand and Feyre
would protect you."

Just hearing
their names sends another surge of fury through him, but it's different now.
Duller. More resigned than rageful. The faebane's influence, he tells himself,
even as a traitorous voice whispers that maybe it's something else. Maybe it's
the way Evelyn's presence has begun to heal more than just his lands.

"I won't
leave him." Her voice carries that quiet steel he's come to know.
"Not unless he asks me to go."

"He
might. If he thinks it's the only way to keep you safe."

Tamlin's
claws finally emerge, cutting deep furrows into the windowsill. The beast in
him howls at the very thought of sending her away, but... maybe that's exactly
why he should.

The Faebane's
clarity whispers that this is why he needs it - to think rationally, to make
the right choice instead of the instinctive one. The thought terrifies him
almost as much as the idea of losing her.
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Evelyn
"He's
different with you."

Lucien's
words catch me off guard as we step into the hall beyond Tamlin's hearing. His
mechanical eye whirs as it studies me, as though trying to solve some complex
puzzle.

"What do
you mean?"

"With
Feyre..." He pauses, choosing his words carefully. "With Feyre, it
was all passion and possession. Wild magic and wilder need. But you..."
That russet eye narrows thoughtfully. "He let you pull that arrow out. Let
you see him weakened. The Tamlin I knew would have rather died than show such
vulnerability."

I think of
Tamlin beneath the stars, sharing the story of the fallen star. The way he'd
trusted me with his pain, however obliquely. "Maybe he's learned that
vulnerability isn't weakness."

"Maybe."
Lucien's tone suggests he's not entirely convinced. "Or maybe there's
something else at work here. The way you knew where to find him in the
woods..."

"I
just... knew." The words sound inadequate even to my own ears. "Like
following a song I could barely hear."

Both his eyes
sharpen with interest at that, but he doesn't press further. Instead, he moves
to one of the broken windows, watching dawn paint the gardens in shades of gold
and shadow. "The Night Court would be safest," he says quietly.
"Rhysand and Feyre would protect you."

"I won't
leave him." The words come without hesitation.

"Even if
staying puts you both in danger? You saw what Janus brought today - that was
just a taste. When he returns..." Lucien's fingers drum against the
windowsill. "The human lords have been looking for an excuse to reclaim
territory since the wall fell. Your disappearance gives them perfect
justification to move against the Spring Court."

"Then we
fight." But even as I say it, I remember how the Faebane had dulled
Tamlin's power, how close we'd come to disaster. "There must be another
way."

"There
is." Lucien turns back to me, his expression grave. "The Night Court
is different now. Stronger. They could offer protection, resources..." He
sees my hesitation and sighs. "At least consider it. Tamlin's pride will
get him killed if he tries to face this alone."

"You
care about him still." It's not a question. "Even after
everything?"

A bitter
smile touches his lips. "He was my friend for centuries. Stood by me when
my own family..." He trails off, that mechanical eye whirring faster.
"Let's just say I understand something about choosing to leave everything
behind."

The words
strike closer to home than he probably realizes. I think of my own family, of
everything I'd fled. "What was he like?" I find myself asking.
"Before... everything?"

Lucien is
quiet for a long moment. "Proud. Powerful. But not cruel. He could be
gentle, when he chose to be. His court was..." A shadow crosses his face.
"It was beautiful once. Full of light and music and celebration. Sometimes
I forget that's what he lost - not just Feyre, but everything he'd built.
Everything he was."

"It
could be that way again." I gesture to where new roses bloom among the
thorns outside.

Lucien
studies me again, that calculating gaze softening slightly. "You really
won't leave unless he asks you to."

"No."

"Even
knowing what's coming? What Janus will bring down on these lands?"

I lift my
chin. "I ran from Janus when I had nowhere else to go. I won't run again now
that I've found somewhere worth staying."

Something
that might be approval flickers in his expression. "Then you'd better be
prepared for what comes next. The Night Court may not be an option now, but
remember it's there. If things get worse..." He glances toward where we
left Tamlin. "The Faebane worries me. He's using it to dull more than just
his magic."

"What do
you mean?"

"Think
about it. When did he take it? Right after you..." He stops, apparently
thinking better of whatever he was about to say. "Just... watch him. The
Tamlin I knew would never willingly weaken himself. Something's changed, and
I'm not sure it's entirely for the better. Faebane shouldn’t last as long as it
has, not with his power."

Before I can
respond, he straightens suddenly. "I should go. There are people who need
to know what happened here today." His hand falls to his sword hilt.
"Tell him... tell him the offer of help stands. Whether he wants it or
not."

"Will
you come back?"

A ghost of
his earlier smile returns. "Try to stop me. Someone needs to keep you both
from doing anything monumentally stupid." His expression turns serious
again. "But Evelyn... be careful. Not just of Janus and his armies.
Sometimes the most dangerous chains are the ones we forge ourselves."

With that
cryptic warning, he steps into shadows that seem to reach for him like eager
hands. A moment later, he's gone, leaving me alone with my thoughts and the
weight of everything left unsaid.

Through the
window, I watch new roses turn their faces toward the morning sun. Somewhere
above, I know Tamlin still stands in his ruined hall, proud and wounded and
trying so hard not to need anyone.

Time to
remind him he's not alone anymore.

***

I find him
exactly where we left him, still staring out that broken window. His shoulders
are too tense, his movements too careful as he tracks my approach. The proud
High Lord who'd rather bleed than show weakness.

"Let me
look at that wound," I say softly.

"It's
fine." But he doesn't move away when I step closer.

"The ash
arrow went deep." My fingers ghost over his shoulder where the wound is
only partially healed - far slower than his usual healing should allow.
"And you're still..."

"Weak?"
The word comes out bitter.

"Under
the effects of the Faebane," I correct gently. "Let me help."

For a moment
I think he'll refuse. But then his shoulders slump slightly, and he lets me
guide him to sit in one of the few intact chairs. His skin burns fever-hot
beneath my touch as I examine the wound.

"I'm not
weak," he says again, softer this time. As though trying to convince
himself.

"No,"
I agree, cleaning dried blood from around the injury. "You're not."

His eyes
close as I work, some of the tension leaving his frame. I wonder if it's my
touch that soothes him, or if it's the Faebane's dulling effect finally
bringing him some peace from whatever demons drive him.

The thought
sends a chill through me that I try to hide.

"Lucien's
gone?" he asks after a while.

"For
now." I focus on bandaging the wound, though we both know it will heal on
its own eventually. The careful wrapping is more for my peace of mind than his
injury. "He's worried about you."

A low growl
rumbles in his chest, but there's less heat in it than usual. The Faebane
making even his anger feel distant, perhaps.

"Everyone's
so worried," he mutters. "As though I haven't survived worse."

My hands
still on his shoulder. "Surviving isn't the same as living."

He goes very
quiet at that.

When I finish
with the bandage, I expect him to pull away. Instead, he catches my hand in
his, thumb tracing absent patterns against my palm. The touch sends warmth
cascading through me despite my concerns.

"You
should rest," I tell him. "Let the Faebane wear off naturally."

"Yes,"
he says distantly. "Naturally."

Something in
his tone makes me look closer, but his expression gives nothing away.

***



Three days since Janus appeared in these woods, and still I can't stop my hands
from shaking when I think of that cold smile.

I prowl the
manor's halls like a ghost, unable to settle. Sleep eludes me, each dream
filled with iron weapons and ash arrows and the casual cruelty in Janus's voice
as he promised to return. But it's different now. The fear doesn't paralyze me
like it once did.

The girl who
fled her wedding would have crumbled at the sight of him. Would have remembered
every bruise, every cutting word, every promise of what he'd do once she
belonged to him. That girl had sought death in these woods as her only escape.

But I'm not
that girl anymore.

My footsteps
carry me to the music room, where morning light streams through newly cleaned
windows. I trail my fingers over restored instruments, remembering how it felt
to bring each one back to life. No longer just Lord Nolan's disappointing
daughter or Janus Blackwood's unwilling bride. Here, I've built something of my
own.

Something
worth fighting for.

"You
see?" Janus's voice echoes in my memory. "See how quickly they
turn to violence?"

But he'd been
wrong about that too. The violence hadn't come from Tamlin's nature - it had
come from the need to protect. To defend. Even weakened by Faebane, he'd...

My hands
still on the violin I'd repaired for him. The one that now sits gathering dust,
untouched since that night beneath the stars. Since whatever drove him to seek
poison rather than risk...

A sound from
below catches my attention. Familiar footsteps, but moving too carefully. Too
quietly.

I know where
he's going before I reach the cellars.

 

The door to
that hidden chamber stands ajar, candlelight flickering within. Tamlin stands
with his back to me, holding something that gleams purple in the dim light. His
hands shake slightly as he removes the stopper.

"Don't."

He freezes at
my voice but doesn't turn. "Evelyn-"

"Please."
The word catches in my throat. "You don't need it."

"You
don't understand." His voice comes rough, desperate. "The magic...
it's too strong. Too wild. I can't risk-"

"Risk
what?" I step closer, close enough to see how his fingers tighten around
the vial. "Risk feeling something real? Risk letting someone care about
you?" 

"Risk
becoming that monster again!" The words tear from him like they're being
ripped out. "You don't know what I was like before. What I did. How I
destroyed-"

"I know exactly
what monsters look like." My voice carries steel I didn't know I
possessed. "I've lived with them, borne their bruises, feared their
tempers. You are not Janus. You are not my father. And you are not who you were
before."

He finally
turns, and the lost look in those green eyes nearly breaks me. "How can
you be sure?"

"Because
you gave me a choice." I reach for the vial, letting my fingers brush his.
"You let me choose to stay. To heal. To..." I swallow hard. "To
care about you."

"That's
exactly why I need this." But his grip on the Faebane loosens slightly.
"The magic... it wants to possess you. To keep you. To never let you go. I
can't... I won't do that to you."

"Is it
the magic?" I challenge, fear and frustration making my voice sharp.
"Or is that just easier than admitting these feelings are your own?"

He flinches
as though struck. "You don't understand-"

"I
understand that you're making yourself helpless when Janus is gathering armies
to destroy everything you've built!" The panic I've been holding back
finally breaks through. "Gods, Tamlin, I saw what that ash arrow did to
you with just one dose of Faebane in your system. If they come back while
you're like this..." My voice cracks. "They'll kill you. And I can't-I won't watch you die because you're too afraid to face what you feel!" My
other hand comes up to cup his cheek, forcing him to meet my gaze. "I
didn't survive one cage just to watch you build one for yourself."

"Better
dead than becoming that creature again." But his voice wavers.
"Better weak than destroying you like I destroyed-"

"If you
truly want to protect me, then learn to control it!" I step closer,
letting him see the fear in my eyes - not fear of him, but for him.
"You're not controlling anything with the Faebane. You're just... making
yourself nothing. Dulling everything that makes you who you are." My hands
clench into fists. "If there really is wild magic driving these feelings,
then master it. Fight it. But don't surrender to poison because you're afraid
of what you might feel!"

Something
flickers in his eyes - pain or recognition or both. The vial trembles between
us.

"I don't
know how else to keep you safe," he whispers. "From them. From me.
From everything I..." He trails off, swallowing whatever truth tried to
escape.

"Then
let me help." I gentle my voice, though my heart pounds against my ribs.
"Let me be strong when you need to be weak. Let me..." Now it's my
turn to swallow words too dangerous to voice. "Let me choose you. Every
day. Just as I am."

The vial
slips from his grasp. Purple liquid seeps between flagstones as I wrap my arms
around him, feeling him shudder against me. His own arms come up slowly,
carefully, as though afraid too tight an embrace might shatter us both.

"Evie,"
he breathes against my hair, and something in my chest cracks at the tenderness
in that shortened version of my name. "I don't deserve-"

 

"You
deserve everything," I tell him fiercely. "Including the chance to be
more than your fears."

He doesn't
respond, but his arms tighten fractionally. We stand there in the candlelight,
surrounded by broken glass and spilled poison, while somewhere beyond these
woods human armies gather.

But for now,
we hold each other. And that's enough.
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Tamlin
The memory of
her arms around him burns like fever in his blood.

Tamlin stares
at the vial of Faebane, rolling it between his fingers as dawn creeps through
broken windows. Her scent still clings to his skin from their embrace in the
cellars - honey and sunlight and everything he doesn't deserve. Everything
he'll destroy if he's not careful.

Just one more
dose. Just enough to think clearly, to do what needs to be done.

The lie
tastes bitter even as he removes the stopper. But he'd felt it yesterday - how
close he'd come to losing control when she held him. The way his magic had
surged, demanding he gather her closer, keep her, claim her...

The Faebane
slides down his throat like liquid ice. Relief follows immediately as his power
dulls, that wild need retreating to a distant whisper. His thoughts
crystallize, stripped of primal instinct and desperate want.

This is why
he needs it. To think past the beast's demands. To see clearly what must happen
next.

She deserves
better than watching him tear himself apart with this addiction. Deserves
better than being caught between his weakness and Janus's armies. The Faebane's
clarity lets him admit these truths without the beast's howling denial.

Tamlin moves
to the window, watching morning mist curl through the gardens she's helped
bring back to life. New roses bloom despite the lingering decay, just as she
blooms despite everything he's done to poison himself. To poison them both with
his fear.

He can't
protect her like this. Can't fight a war while fighting his own demons. Can't
keep taking Faebane every time he's afraid of feeling too much, wanting too
much.

The Night
Court. The thought comes easier through the Faebane's numbing effect. Rhysand
and Feyre would keep her safe while he... while he what? Faces Janus's armies
alone? Tries to rebuild his strength after weeks of poisoning himself?

Fool.

But the
Faebane's artificial peace lets him see past his pride to the truth: he'd
rather swallow his shame than watch her die because he was too weak to protect
her.

His fingers
tighten on the empty vial. One last coward's choice, to help him do the right
thing. To help him let her go.

"Tam?"

Her voice
catches him off guard. He hadn't heard her approach - another sign of how the
poison dulls his senses. When he turns, she stands in the doorway like an
answer to every question he's afraid to ask.

The shortened
version of his name on her lips makes something crack in his chest, even
through the Faebane's chill. When had that happened? When had they crossed that
line from formal distance to... this?

"You
took more." It's not a question. He sees the knowledge in her eyes, the
hurt he keeps causing her.

"The
last time," he says quietly. "I needed... clarity. To do what has to
be done."

She takes a
step closer, and even with his senses dulled he catches the slight tremor in
her movement. "What has to be done?"

"You
have to go." The words come out steady, emotionless. Thank the Mother for
small mercies. "To the Night Court. Where you'll be safe."

"No."

"Evie."
Her shortened name slips out before he can stop it. "Please. I can't fight
this war if I'm-"

"If
you're what?" She closes the distance between them, close enough he can
see gold flecks in her hazel eyes. "Feeling something real? Actually
caring about someone?"

"If I'm
terrified of losing you!" The words escape like something breaking.
"If I'm watching you die because I was too proud, too afraid, too weak to
protect you properly!"

She reaches
for him but he steps back, needing distance. The Faebane helps him maintain it,
helps him ignore how every instinct screams to pull her close instead.

"I won't
be the reason you die," he continues roughly. "I won't watch Janus
destroy you because I couldn't... because I wouldn't..."

"Because
you wouldn't what?" she presses.

"Because
I wouldn't ask for help!" The admission tears from him like something
vital being ripped loose. "Because I'd rather poison myself than admit I
can't do this alone!"

Silence falls
between them, broken only by his ragged breathing. The Faebane's calm begins to
slip, letting real emotion seep back through the cracks.

"Then
ask." Her voice comes soft but sure. "Not just for help protecting
me. For everything."

"I don't
know how." The words taste like ash and truth.

"Yes,
you do." She steps closer again, and this time he lets her. "You're
doing it right now."

His hands
shake as they rise to cup her face. Even through the Faebane's fog, her skin
burns against his palms like brand of everything he wants and fears.

"I can't
protect you," he says again, letting her see the cost of this admission.
"Not alone. Not like this."

"I
know." She covers his hands with her own. "That's why you have to let
me go."

"Yes."
The word comes out more beast than High Lord.

"But
Tam..." Her fingers tighten on his. "Promise me something
first."

He should say
no. Should maintain this distance the Faebane provides. Should...

"Anything."
The word escapes like a prayer.

"Promise
you'll stop taking this poison. Promise you'll learn to trust yourself as much
as I trust you." Her eyes hold his, unflinching. "Promise you'll let
others help you fight this war, even if your pride bleeds for it."

He should
refuse. Should keep this artificial clarity that lets him think past the
beast's needs. Should...

Instead, he
leads her to the cellars one last time. To the hidden chamber where purple
liquid gleams in crystal vials.

One by one,
he breaks them against stone floors. Watches poison seep into ancient
foundations until nothing remains but shattered glass and the memory of false
peace.

"I
promise."











  
    
    Unknown
    
  




  

29





Evelyn
Lucien's
response had come by dawn - a letter carried on autumn winds, confirming what
we'd already known would be necessary. The Night Court would welcome me. Would
keep me safe while Tamlin...

I can't
finish the thought.

Instead, I
focus on packing, though there's little enough to take. The green dress I'd
worn that first day exploring his lands. The flute he'd given me. A few small
things that mark the life I'd built here - life I'd found here, when I'd come
seeking death.

My fingers
brush the violin I'd restored for him, still waiting to be played again. That,
I'll leave. Something to remind him what he's fighting for. What we're both
fighting for.

Through the
window, I watch him prowling the gardens below. The Faebane is wearing off - I
can feel it in that strange awareness that connects us, like a song growing
gradually louder. His movements become more predatory with each passing hour,
that careful control slipping away as his magic returns.

We're running
out of time.

Rhysand would
come at midnight. The High Lord of Night, who had "stolen" Tamlin's
last love. The irony isn't lost on me - another human female leaving his court
for Rhysand's protection. But this is different. This time the choice is ours,
even if it feels like no choice at all.

A sound
behind me makes me turn. Tamlin stands in the doorway, watching me pack with an
expression that makes my heart ache. The Faebane's influence lingers in his
too-careful posture, but his eyes... his eyes are fully his own again.

"You
don't have to do this," he says quietly, though we both know it's a lie.

"Yes,"
I reply, just as softly. "I do."

I hadn’t
voiced as much to him, or to anyone really, but my choosing to seek sanctuary
in the Night Court was not borne from fear for my own safety. No, within the offer
I saw an opportunity. One that Tamlin would be far too proud to take, but I… I
was not beneath doing whatever it took to put things right. To stop the course
of action I’d set in motion with my own foolish actions.

He takes a
step into the room, then stops as though afraid to come closer. Afraid his
control might shatter if he does.

"Lucien
will meet you at the border," he says instead of all the things I can see building
behind his eyes. "Take you the rest of the way."

I nod, not
trusting my voice. We'd agreed it would be better this way - better than having
Rhysand come himself, better than forcing Tamlin to watch another female walk
away with the High Lord of Night.

"Will
you..." His voice catches slightly. "Will you play? One last
time?"

The request
nearly breaks me. But I reach for the flute, letting music say what words
cannot.

The melody
flows soft and sweet - not the song of mourning I'd played that first day, but
something newer. Something that speaks of hope and return and promises kept. As
I play, I feel him move closer, drawn by the music like moths to flame.

When the last
note fades, his hands settle carefully on my shoulders. The touch burns even
through fabric - his magic returning, making every point of contact sing with
awareness.

"Evie."
My name comes rough, almost pained. "I-"

I turn to
face him, letting the flute drop to my side. "Don't. Don't say goodbye.
This isn't forever."

His fingers
brush my cheek with aching gentleness, as though memorizing the feel of my
skin. The last traces of Faebane's artificial calm are gone from his eyes,
leaving them wild and bright as new leaves in spring.

"When
you first came to these woods," he says softly, "you begged me for
death three times."

"And you
gave me life instead."

Something
fierce and tender crosses his face. His other hand comes up to cradle my jaw,
and I let myself lean into the touch. 

"I never
thought..." He swallows hard. "Never imagined I could feel this way
again. Never wanted to."

"Tam-"

But his lips
find mine before I can finish, stealing the words with a kiss that tastes of
farewell and fever and things we're both still afraid to name. His magic burns
against my skin, no longer held in check by poison or pride. I wind my fingers
in his hair, pulling him closer, letting myself drown in the wild heat of him.

He makes a
sound like pain against my mouth, his hands sliding down to my waist. I arch
into him, wanting to memorize this - the feel of him, the taste, the way his
power wraps around us like living flame.

"I
can't-" He breaks away, breathing hard. "If I don't stop now..."

"Then
don't stop." The words come without thought, reckless and true.

His eyes
flare with hunger, but he forces himself to step back. "If I don't
stop," he says roughly, "I won't be able to let you go at all."

The truth of
it settles between us like autumn frost. Already I can feel his control
slipping, his magic reaching for me with increasing desperation. If we wait
much longer...

"I
know." I reach up to touch his face one last time, letting my fingers
trace the proud lines of his cheekbones, the stubborn set of his jaw. "I
know."

He catches my
hand, pressing a kiss to my palm that feels like a brand. Like a promise.

"When
this is over," he whispers against my skin, "when it's safe..."

"I'll
come home."

The word
slips out before I can catch it, but I don't take it back. His eyes darken with
something dangerous and beautiful, and for a moment I think he might kiss me
again, might damn all consequences and keep me here forever.

Instead, he
takes another step back. Then another. Each one visibly costing him more than
the last.

"We
should go," he manages. "Lucien will be waiting."

I nod, not
trusting my voice. Gather my small bag of belongings, trying not to look at all
I'm leaving behind. The violin on its stand. The slowly healing roses beyond
the window. The High Lord who saved my life by refusing to end it.

Time to save
his in return, even if it breaks us both.

***

"No one
ever mentioned how boring winnowing between territories could be," I
mutter, stretching my legs as we pause at another designated crossing point.
"Hours of standing around waiting for magical borders to realign."

Lucien's
mechanical eye whirs as he checks our position. "Would you prefer we walk?
Though watching you try to cross the Summer Court in those slippers might be
entertaining."

"At
least it would be entertaining." I gather my skirts to sit on a fallen
log. "Right now I'm about as amused as during one of my father's trade
negotiations."

"Ah yes,
I attended one of those once." His good eye sparkles with mischief.
"I believe I aged three centuries during the grazing rights discussion
alone."

A laugh
escapes me before I can stop it. "Try sitting through seventeen varieties
of sheep wool classification. In alphabetical order."

"Please
tell me you made that up."

"I wish.
Though my brother and I did get revenge by teaching his prized messenger ravens
some very creative curses..."

Lucien
settles beside me on the log, producing a flask from somewhere in his jacket.
"Now that sounds like a story worth hearing."

I accept the
offered flask, the metal warm against my fingers. "Once we were hosting my
father's most important trade delegation. Lords from across the continent, all
gathered in our great hall. And there's Bobo - father's favourite raven -
swooping in through the window to deliver what should have been an urgent
message..."

"Bobo?"

"Don't
judge. I didn't name him." I take a sip from the flask - something that
tastes of starlight and wild berries. "Instead of delivering the message,
he perches on father's chair and starts describing, in extremely colourful
detail, anatomically impossible acts involving sheep."

Lucien nearly
chokes on his drink. "Please tell me you're not making this up."

"Oh, it
gets better. When father tried to shoo him away, Bobo just got louder. Started
suggesting where exactly the lords could stick their trade agreements."
The memory brings a grin to my face. "Graysen had taught him that
part."

The humour in
Lucien's expression flickers slightly. "Graysen. Your brother is Graysen
Nolan?"

Ah. Of course
he would know that name. The smile slips from my face as I remember - Graysen
had been engaged to Elain Archeron. Something about Lucien's connection to her
had ended that engagement, though the exact details never reached my ears. Just
whispers about bonds and rejected love and choices that left both sides
wounded. The air between us grows heavier with unspoken things.

"Yes,"
I say carefully. "Though we haven't spoken since... well. Since I
fled." I study his face, trying to read past that careful mask. "He's
different now, I think. From what he was during the war."

Lucien's
mechanical eye whirs faster, the only sign of his discomfort. "We all
are." He takes another long drink before passing the flask back.
"Different, I mean. From who we were then."

"Does
it..." I hesitate, not sure if I'm overstepping. "Do you think it can
ever get easier? Loving someone who chooses a different path?"

His russet
eye meets mine, and for a moment I glimpse centuries of carefully buried pain.
But there's something else too - understanding, perhaps.

"Sometimes,"
he says finally, "the different path leads exactly where it needs to go.
Even if it's not where we thought it would." He glances at me with
something like approval. "You're good for him, you know. Tamlin. In ways
none of us expected."

"Is that
your diplomatic way of saying you thought I'd run screaming from his charming
personality?"

The tension
breaks as Lucien laughs. "More like his tendency to redecorate by throwing
furniture through windows."

"Please.
I grew up with Graysen's attempts at poetry. Nothing could be more terrifying
than his ode to springtime featuring exactly seventy-three references to
sheep."

"Now
that," Lucien says, retrieving his flask, "is truly horrifying.
Though speaking of horror stories, wait until you hear about the time Cassian
tried to teach Amren to dance..." 

His expression
turns more serious. "Speaking of creative approaches... you should know
the Night Court operates differently than what you're used to. Even from
Spring."

I take a
careful sip - something that tastes of starlight and summer berries.
"Different how?"

"They
have their own language, but it's not the one they speak." He taps his
mechanical eye meaningfully. "Every gesture, every glance carries weight.
Especially in the House of Wind."

"Where
Rhysand and Feyre usually hold court," I recall from earlier discussions.

"Yes,
but it's not just about the High Lord and Lady. Each member of their
circle..." He pauses, considering his words. "Let's just say there's
a reason they're called the Inner Circle rather than just court advisors."

I hand back
the flask. "Tell me about them. Not their powers or positions - I know
those already. Tell me what they're really like."

"Ah,
going straight for court gossip. I knew I liked you for a reason." But
there's approval in his russet eye at my question. "Let's see... Cassian
will try to goad you into sparring, even if you're holding a teacup. Azriel's
shadows know everything - and I mean everything - so don't bother trying to
sneak extra pastries from the kitchen. And Mor..." He pauses, a fond smile
touching his lips. "Mor will probably adopt you immediately, especially
once she hears about Tamlin actually laughing."

"He
doesn't laugh that rarely," I protest, though we both know it's a weak defence.

"Evelyn,
the last time he laughed before you arrived, I'm fairly certain it made one of
the gardeners faint from shock."

I try to
picture it and end up laughing myself. "Fine. What else should I
know?"

"Just..."
His expression softens slightly. "Be yourself. The Night Court values
truth over politics. They might be the most powerful Fae in Prythian, but
they're also..." He searches for the right word. "Real. In a way most
courts aren't."

The magical
borders shimmer, signalling it's time to move. As Lucien helps me up, he adds
quietly, "And don't let Tamlin's history with them make you hesitate.
They'll listen. Especially once they see what you've already managed to
heal."

I squeeze his
hand briefly before letting go. "Thank you, Lucien."

"For
what? The gossip or the honesty?"

"For
being his friend," I say softly. "Even when he forgot how to be one
himself."

His smile
carries centuries of understanding as he prepares for the next winnow.
"Come on, Evie. Let's get you to Velaris before your beast changes his
mind and tries to tear apart the mountain looking for you."

***

The city
unfolds beneath us like a river of stars.

As shadows
recede from our winnowing, I catch my first glimpse of Velaris - buildings of
moonstone and marble rising along a glittering river, while lights float
through the streets like earthbound constellations. Beautiful, in a way
entirely different from Spring Court's wild grace.

But I'm not
here to admire the view.

"The
House of Wind," Lucien says, gesturing to a mountain-carved palace
overlooking the city. "Where Rhysand and Feyre usually receive
visitors." His mechanical eye whirs as he studies my expression.
"You're taking this remarkably well."

"I grew
up learning to hide my reactions in court." I straighten my spine,
remembering all those lessons in diplomacy Father had insisted upon. Never
imagined I'd be using them like this. "Besides, I have more important
things to focus on than being overwhelmed by pretty architecture."

A slight
smile touches his lips. "You know, most humans who see Velaris for the
first time can barely string two words together."

"Most
humans who see Velaris aren't here to convince its High Lord to save someone he
despises."

"Ah. So
that's your plan." He says it almost approvingly. "Not just hiding
here until the danger passes?"

"The
Spring Court needs allies." I watch lights dance along the river below.
"Tamlin won't ask for help, but I will. For him. For all of it."

"It
won't be easy." But something in Lucien's expression suggests he's already
known this was my intention. "Rhys and Feyre... there's history there. Bad
blood."

"Then
it's time for new blood." I meet his gaze directly. "Will you
help?"

He sighs,
running a hand through his fire-bright hair. "I'm needed elsewhere.
But..." His good eye softens slightly. "I've arranged for someone to
help you navigate things here. Someone who might understand better than
most."

Before I can
ask what he means, a female appears on the balcony - golden-haired and
beautiful, moving with the kind of grace that speaks of centuries of power. Her
sharp eyes take in every detail of my appearance, but there's kindness in her
expression.

"You
must be Evelyn," she says, stepping forward. "I'm Mor. Welcome to
Velaris."

The name
stirs something in my memory. Mor - the Morrigan, mentioned in whispered
stories about the great war. Though the tales had never mentioned her smile
could be so warm.

"Thank
you for having me." I include Lucien in my glance. "Both of you. I
know this isn't... conventional."

"Conventional
is overrated." Mor's smile turns conspiratorial. "Besides, anyone who
can get Tamlin to actually accept help, even indirectly..." She shakes her
head in amazement. "Well, let's just say you've already impressed us."

"I
should go," Lucien says, already backing toward the shadows. "I need
to speak with Jurian and Vassa - maybe we can handle this diplomatically before
it comes to war. And someone needs to make sure Tamlin doesn't do anything
monumentally stupid while you're gone." He pauses, that mechanical eye
fixing on me one last time. "Good luck. You're going to need it."

Then darkness
claims him, leaving me alone with Mor on the starlit balcony.

"So,"
she says, studying me with renewed interest. "Lucien tells me you have
some interesting ideas about preventing a war."

"Not
preventing." I think of Janus's cold smile, of thorny roses learning to
bloom again. "Winning it. But first..." I meet her gaze steadily.
"I need to understand exactly what happened between Tamlin and the Night
Court. All of it. No pretty diplomatic versions."

Her eyebrows
rise slightly. "Most people don't start with the hard questions."

"I'm not
most people." I gesture at the beautiful city below. "And I'm not
here to be dazzled by starlight. I'm here to save someone too proud to save
himself."

Something
like respect flickers in her expression. "Well then," she says,
moving toward the doors. "We'd better get started. But I should warn
you..." She glances back with a hint of steel beneath her smile. "The
truth isn't always comfortable."

"Good."
I follow her into the mountain palace. "Comfortable truths won't win
wars." Something bitter inside me hears the words in my father’s voice,
not my own.

The House of
Wind wraps around us like a fortress of shadow and stone. Somewhere in this
city, Tamlin's ex-lover rules as High Lady. Somewhere in these halls, I'll have
to convince his former enemies to fight beside him.

But I've
already watched the male I love poison himself rather than face his fears. I
won't let pride - his or anyone else's - doom what's left of his court.

Time to see
what this city of starlight can teach a daughter of thorns and roses.

***

The House of
Wind seems to breathe around us as Mor leads me through halls of carved stone
and shadow. Servants - no, residents, I correct myself, remembering what little
I know of Night Court culture from what Lucien informed me on the journey here
- pass us with curious glances but no fear. So different from the tense
formality of human courts, or the empty halls of Spring.

"You'll
be comfortable here," Mor says, gesturing to a set of rooms larger than my
family's entire wing of the estate. "The others are eager to meet you, but
we thought you might want to rest first. It's been a long night."

A long night.
The words catch in my chest as I remember Tamlin's last kiss, the way his magic
had burned against my skin. How far away he feels already.

"Actually,"
I say, squaring my shoulders, "I'd prefer not to wait. There's too much at
stake."

Mor pauses,
that sharp gaze assessing me again. "You're certain? Rhys and Feyre are
waiting in the library, but..."

"But
they're expecting some trembling human female seeking shelter?" I can't
quite keep the edge from my voice. "I didn't come here to hide."

A smile tugs
at her lips. "No," she says softly. "I don't suppose you
did." She changes direction, leading me down a different corridor.
"Just... be prepared. They may not be what you're expecting either."

The library
doors swing open to reveal a space that would have made my tutors weep with
envy. Books line walls that stretch up into shadow, their spines glinting with
gold and silver in the gentle light. But my attention fixes on the two figures
by the fire.

Rhysand, High
Lord of the Night Court, looks exactly as dangerous as the stories paint him -
power wrapped in darkness and devastating beauty. The casual way he lounges in
his chair does nothing to hide the predatory grace beneath. His violet eyes
assess me with centuries of calculation, and I catch the faintest curl of
distaste when his gaze notes my Spring Court dress. 

But it's the
female beside him that makes me catch my breath. Feyre. The human girl who'd
become High Lady. The one Tamlin had tried to cage with love before she'd found
freedom in night and starlight.

Beside him,
Feyre's expression is harder to read. The female who'd once been Spring Court's
mistress, who'd shattered Tamlin's heart and court with equal thoroughness,
studies me with artist's eyes. I see her noting details - the way I hold
myself, how my fingers still bear calluses from repair work and tending the
gardens, the determined set of my jaw.

They both
rise as we enter, and I force myself to meet their gaze steadily. Time to see
if all those years of diplomatic training were worth something after all.

"Welcome
to Velaris," Rhysand says, his voice carrying that same midnight purr I
remember from the garden confrontation. "Though I must admit, this is...
unexpected.”

"Thank
you for having me." I maintain eye contact, refusing to be intimidated by
the power rolling off him in waves. "Though I think we both know this
isn't a social visit."

The power
emanating from Rhysand is like nothing I've ever felt before - not even
Tamlin's wild magic compares to this ancient, star-flecked darkness. It fills
the library like a physical presence, pressing against my skin, making it
difficult to breathe. Every instinct screams to look away, to bow, to flee.

Instead, I
think of thorny roses learning to bloom again. Of green eyes shadowed by shame
and need. 

“Another
human female seeking sanctuary from Spring Court?" The words carry barbs,
old wounds still bleeding beneath the diplomatic veneer.

"Actually,"
I meet his gaze steadily, "I'm here about the weapon they're developing in
the human lands. Lord Blackwood gathers forces as we speak. He means to use
my... departure as justification for war against the Spring Court."

Something
shifts in Feyre's expression - interest, perhaps, or recognition of how I've
redirected the conversation away from easier targets. "And Tamlin sent you
to ask for help?" The skepticism in her voice carries years of history.

"Tamlin
didn't send me anywhere." I lift my chin, letting them see the steel in my
spine. "I chose to come. And not for protection."

Feyre leans
forward slightly, interest sparking in her eyes. "Then why?"

"Because
the Spring Court needs allies." I meet Rhysand's gaze directly, though it
feels like staring into eternity. "And its High Lord is too proud to ask
for them himself."

A whisper of
midnight claws brushes my mind - not an attack, but a test. I feel Rhysand's
power press harder, as though measuring my resolve.

"So
you've come to ask for him?" Amusement colours his voice, though those
strange violet eyes remain serious. "How... interesting." Beneath the
intimidation, I catch something else in his expression - grudging respect,
maybe. Or recognition of how another human female dares to stand before him,
defending a court he once helped break.

"I've
come to prevent a war that could spread beyond Spring's borders." I call
on every lesson in diplomacy I've ever learned, keeping my voice reasonable
despite the supernatural pressure building in the room. "Lord Blackwood
doesn't just want territory. He wants to prove humans can stand against Fae. To
encourage other lords to push back against Prythian itself."

"And why
should we care what happens to Tamlin's lands?" But there's something
assessing in his tone now. "He made his choices."

"Yes. He
did." I think of broken glass and spilled poison. Of promises kept despite
the cost. "And now he's trying to make better ones. But he needs time.
Help."

"Help he
won't ask for," Feyre says softly, and something like old pain threads her
voice. 

"No."
I smile slightly. "That's why I'm asking instead."

Rhysand
rises, and the power in the room rises with him. Dark flames seem to dance in
the shadows, stars wheeling in the depths of his eyes. Every human instinct I
possess begs me to run from this being who could unmake me with a thought.

But I am not
that frightened girl anymore.

"You
love him." It's not a question. Those star-filled eyes pin me in place.
"Enough to face the most powerful High Lord in Prythian to beg for his
court."

"I'm not
begging." The words come out fiercer than intended. "I'm offering an
opportunity to prevent a conflict that benefits none of us. To help someone
who's trying to change, even if he doesn't know how." I take a deep
breath, ignoring how his power makes the air feel thick as honey. "And
yes. I love him. Enough to risk his anger by coming here. Enough to swallow
pride that isn't even mine to save what he's too ashamed to admit needs
saving."

Silence falls
in the library. Even the shadows seem to hold their breath.

Then, slowly,
Rhysand smiles.

"You
said something to him once," I continue into the silence, choosing my
words carefully. "About Prythian still needing its Spring Court. About the
dangers of leaving those borders unprotected."

Something
shifts in Rhysand's expression - surprise, perhaps, that I remember that
conversation he’d noticed me overhearing. His power ebbs slightly, though the
taste of stardust and midnight still fills the air.

"My
spymaster," he says carefully, "reports unusual activity in the
Spring Court. Beyond just Blackwood's forces gathering." His violet eyes
fix on me with uncomfortable intensity. "Something affecting the High
Lord's power."

So they know
something is wrong, but not what. I keep my expression neutral, years of court
training finally proving useful. "The Spring Court is vulnerable," I
say instead of confirming or denying. "More vulnerable than any of us can
afford it to be, given its position between human lands and Prythian."

"And you
think we can, what?" Feyre asks, but there's something assessing in her
gaze now. "March in and fix everything?"

"I think
none of us can afford for Spring to fall." I meet her eyes directly.
"You know what Blackwood is like - what all the human lords are like.
They've been looking for an excuse since the wall came down. If they take the
Spring Court..." I let the implications hang in the air.

"They'd
have a foothold in Prythian itself," Rhysand finishes, shadows dancing
around him like living things. "A base from which to push further."

"Yes."
I try not to let my relief show that he's following my reasoning. "And
without a strong Spring Court as a buffer..."

"The
human lords would keep pushing," Feyre says softly. "Testing
boundaries, gathering allies."

"Exactly."
I gesture to the maps spread across a nearby table. "The Spring Court
isn't just Tamlin's lands - it's Prythian's first line of defence. And right
now..."

"Right
now it's fractured," Rhysand says. "Its High Lord isolated. Its
power..." He pauses, and I swear I see shadows writhe in the corners of
the room. "Compromised, somehow."

A test, I
realize. They suspect something but want confirmation.

"The
Spring Court needs help," I say simply. "Not just for Tamlin's sake,
but for all of Prythian." I straighten my spine, channelling that attitude
unnervingly close to my father’s. "I'm not asking you to forgive past
wrongs. I'm asking you to prevent future ones."

Rhysand and
Feyre exchange a glance that seems to carry entire conversations

"Interesting,"
Rhysand says finally, "that a human would understand Prythian politics so
well."

"I grew
up learning how lords think. How they justify their actions." I think of
my father's careful plans, his endless lessons in strategy. "Blackwood
will present this as a righteous campaign - humans reclaiming lands from
monsters. Other lords will flock to his banner, if only to be on what they
think is the winning side."

"And
what do you think the winning side is?" The question carries weight beyond
its simple words.

I lift my
chin. "I think the winning side is the one that understands some
boundaries shouldn't be crossed. That some places are worth saving, even if
their High Lords are too proud to admit they need it."

Another
loaded glance passes between them. Then Rhysand's power shifts, pulling back
enough that I can finally breathe properly.

"Well,"
he says, midnight voice carrying something almost like approval. "Perhaps
we should discuss exactly what saving the Spring Court might entail."

"The
Spring Court I knew," Feyre says, "would never have allowed a human
female to speak for it. Especially not to us." Her tone carries curiosity
rather than accusation. "What changed?"

"Everything."
I think of broken windows slowly being repaired, of music returning to silent
halls. "And nothing. He's still proud, still stubborn, still..." I
search for the right words. "Still himself. But he's learning. Trying."

"Trying?"
She raises an eyebrow. "Tamlin doesn't try. He either controls or he
destroys."

I feel a
snarl of frustration rising in my throat at her statement, as though this is a
purely domestic issue and not one of wider threats. "Not anymore."
The words come out fiercer than intended. "He's-"

The shadows
in the corner of the room suddenly deepen, coalescing into a male figure with
wings dark as night. My words die in my throat as I take in his lethal grace,
the way darkness seems to cling to him like a second skin.

"Blackwood's
forces have doubled," he says without preamble, his voice soft as grave
dirt. "Three more noble houses have pledged support."

"Az,"
Mor says warmly, though her expression tightens at his news.

Rhysand
straightens, that devastating power stirring again. "How long, Azriel?"

"Two
weeks. Maybe less." Azriel's shadows writhe around him as his hazel eyes
fix on me. "They're gathering iron weapons. Ash wood. Something else my
shadows couldn't quite catch..."

I feel the
weight of his unspoken question. Does Spring Court's vulnerability have
something to do with this unknown element?

"The
Spring Court's defences..." Feyre begins.

"Are
compromised," I finish for her. "But not beyond repair. Not if
there's help."

"Help is
complicated," Rhysand says, though his tone has lost some of its edge.
"The other courts-"

"The
other courts will have to choose sides eventually," Azriel cuts in, those
strange shadows dancing. "Blackwood's ambitions won't stop at Spring's
borders."

"No,"
I agree quietly. "They won't."

Feyre rises,
moving to study one of the maps spread across the table. Her fingers trace the
border between human and Fae lands. "When I lived there," she says
carefully, "Spring Court was different. Stronger. The grounds themselves
would have fought against invasion."

"They
still might." I think of new roses blooming among thorns. "The land
is healing. But..."

"But not
fast enough." Azriel's shadows reach toward me like curious things.
"My spies report the High Lord's power fluctuates. As though something
interferes with it."

I keep my
expression carefully neutral, though my heart pounds. How much do his shadows
know?

"The
Spring Court I knew," Feyre says again, but softer this time, "would
rather burn than accept help." She turns to me, and something like
understanding crosses her face. "But you're not asking for the Spring
Court, are you? Not really."

I’m asking
for vengeance. I’m asking for redemption. I’m asking for - "I'm asking for
Prythian." I meet her gaze steadily. "For everyone who would suffer
if those borders fall. If Tamlin's pride dooms us all."

A smile tugs
at her lips. "Interesting. You sound more like a High Lord's equal than
his subject."

"I'm
neither," I say firmly. "I'm someone who loves what Spring Court
could be. What it's trying to become." I gesture to the map. "And…
I'm someone who knows exactly what Blackwood will do if he wins."

Rhysand and
Feyre exchange another of those loaded glances. Something passes between them -
argument or agreement, I can't tell.

"Two
weeks isn't much time," Azriel murmurs, shadows curling around his wings.

"No,"
Rhysand agrees. "It's not." He turns back to me, that ancient power
gathering around him once more. "We'll need to move quickly. And Tamlin
will have to be told-"

"I'll
tell him." Mor steps forward. "He might take it better from me
than..." She glances between Rhysand and Feyre.

"Might,"
Feyre says dryly. "Though I wouldn't bet on it."

I watch them
interact - the easy way they finish each other's thoughts, how they navigate
complex decisions together. So different from the isolation of Spring Court.
From Tamlin's solitary vigilance.

"There's
something else." Azriel's quiet voice draws everyone's attention. "My
shadows caught whispers of some kind of poison. Something that affects Fae
power."

I can't quite
hide my flinch.

Five pairs of
eyes fix on me with unnerving intensity.

"The
poison isn't Blackwood's." The words come out before I can stop them.
Azriel's shadows curl closer, interested. "It's... it was already in the
Spring Court. Left over from the war."

"Faebane."
Feyre's voice comes sharp with understanding. Her eyes meet mine. "He's
using it on himself, isn't he?"

I choose my
next words carefully, remembering broken vials and spilled poison. "He
was. To control his power. To stop himself from..." I trail off, not
wanting to speak of his fears of becoming possessive again. Not to her.

But something
shifts in Feyre's expression - not pity, but something closer to comprehension.
"To stop himself from becoming what he was before."

"Yes."
I lift my chin. "But he's destroyed his supply now. Made that choice
himself."

"After
how much damage was already done?" Azriel asks quietly.

"The
Faebane's effects aren't permanent," Rhysand cuts in, though his expression
has grown thunderous. "But timing it this close to Blackwood's
attack..."

"That's
why I'm here." I make myself meet that star-flecked gaze. "He needs
time to recover his full strength. Time we don't have."

"And you
trust that he has destroyed it all?" Mor asks gently. "That he
won't-"

"Yes."
The word comes without hesitation. "He made a promise."

Something
passes between the assembled Fae - looks and subtle gestures that speak
volumes. I notice how Rhysand's hand finds Feyre's, how shadows wrap around
Azriel like comfort, how Mor's expression carries centuries of understanding.

"Well,"
Rhysand says finally, "it seems we have work to do." That midnight
voice turns serious. "The Night Court will help - not just for Prythian's
sake, but because sometimes people deserve second chances. Even prideful High
Lords who make stupid choices."

"Thank
you." The words come rough with relief.

"Don't
thank us yet." But Feyre's tone has softened slightly. "This won't be
easy. And Tamlin... he won't like it."

"No,"
I agree. "He won't. But he'll like being conquered by Blackwood even
less."

A ghost of a
smile touches her lips. "You understand him well."

"I
understand he's trying to be better. That's enough."

Something
passes between Rhysand and Feyre - another of those silent conversations. Then
he nods.

"We'll
meet again tomorrow," he says. "Start making plans. For now..."
His power wraps around us like a starlit cloak. "Rest. You're safe
here."

Mor leads me
back through torch-lit corridors, past windows that show a city slowly waking
to dawn. My temporary chambers feel both foreign and welcoming - all dark wood
and star-scattered marble, nothing like Spring's wild beauty.

"You did
well," Mor says quietly. "Better than any of us expected."

I manage a
tired smile. "I had motivation."

She pauses at
the door. "You really love him, don't you? Despite everything he was.
Everything he did."

"I love
him because of who he's trying to become," I correct gently. "The
rest is just... history."

Her answering
smile carries something like hope. "Get some sleep, Evelyn. Tomorrow we
start saving the Spring Court - whether its High Lord likes it or not."

After she
leaves, I move to the window. Velaris sparkles below like a river of stars,
beautiful and strange. But my heart pulls southeast, toward thorny roses and
broken windows slowly being repaired. Toward a High Lord learning to trust
himself again.

"I'll
make this right," I whisper to the dawn. "I promise."

Even if I
have to drag every court in Prythian into the fight to do it.
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Tamlin
Everything is
too loud.

Tamlin paces
his chambers like a caged animal, claws emerging and retracting without his
conscious control. The magic floods back stronger with each passing hour, wild
and demanding, no longer held in check by Faebane's artificial peace. Every
sound echoes too sharply, every scent overwhelms - especially hers, still
lingering in the halls like a ghost he can't escape. The walls press in around
him like stone.

His skin
burns. Forces himself to maintain Fae form though the beast prowls closer to
the surface than it has in weeks. The shift ripples through him without
warning, golden fur sprouting then receding as his control slips and catches.

Fool.
Weak. Pathetic.

The words
beat in time with his racing heart as another wave of fever wracks him. Words
that echo Amarantha's taunts as she forced him to kneel, to watch, to fail. He
should be stronger than this. Should be able to control his own magic without
poison or pride getting in the way. Should be able to trust his own power after
it had failed him so completely before. Should be...

A wrong step
sends him stumbling into a table, sending something crashing to the floor. His
fiddle. The sight of it brings him to his knees, magic surging wildly as he
reaches for the instrument with shaking hands.

Her scent
rises stronger from the wooden surface - honey and sunlight and everything he'd
try to deny himself. The beast howls, demanding he follow that scent, track her
down, bring her back where she belongs...

No.

His claws dig
into the floor, leaving deep furrows in ancient wood. He won't be that creature
again. Won't let the magic rule him. Won't...

Another wave
of dizziness hits, and this time he can't fight the shift. Fur ripples across
his skin as bones crack and reform. The beast's senses are even worse - every
trace of her presence in the manor hitting him like physical blows.

The music
room still carries echoes of her songs. The gardens bloom with flowers she
tended. Even the roses seem to reach for her, thorny vines twisting toward
where she last walked these halls.

Tamlin forces
himself back to Fae form through sheer stubborn will, though the effort leaves
him gasping. Sweat soaks his shirt, and his hands won't stop shaking. How long
since she left? Hours? Days? Time blurs strangely, marked only by surges of
returning magic and the growing ache in his chest.

He almost
reaches for the Faebane before remembering.

No more
poison. No more hiding.

But gods,
he'd forgotten how loud everything is without it. How sharp. How real. 

Every sense
triggers memories now that the Faebane's numbness has faded - the scrape of
chairs against stone floors becomes chains dragging over dungeon floors,
distant laughter morphs into screams he couldn't answer. His body coils tight
with the need to fight or flee, the beast beneath his skin responding to every
phantom threat, every echo of horror, until he can barely distinguish present
from past. Until the only solution is violence, is running, is anything to
escape those memories that press in like walls of a tomb.

A familiar
scent catches his attention - autumn leaves and fox musk. Lucien. The
recognition comes just as another involuntary shift takes him, leaving him
snarling in frustration as fur sprouts unbidden across his skin.

"Well,"
Lucien's voice drifts from the doorway, "this is going well."

"Get
out." The words come out more growl than speech as Tamlin fights another
shift.

"No."
Lucien enters the room fully, that mechanical eye whirring as it takes in the
destruction - scored floors, broken furniture, the fiddle still clutched in
Tamlin's trembling hands. "Not this time."

Magic surges
wildly, and Tamlin barely manages to maintain Fae form. Even that small victory
costs him - sweat beading on his forehead, muscles shaking with effort. "I
don't need-"

"My
help? Clearly." Lucien's tone carries that familiar dry wit, but concern
threads beneath it. "You look terrible."

"I'm
fine."

"Yes,
the random shifting and fever really support that claim." But Lucien's
approach remains careful, measured. Like approaching a wounded predator.
"The Faebane withdrawal-"

"Don't."
Tamlin forces himself to his feet, though the room spins treacherously.
"Just... tell me what happened with Jurian and Vassa. Then go."

Something
that might be hurt flashes across Lucien's face. "Is that what we are now?
Just messenger and lord?"

The question
hits harder than it should. Memories surface - centuries of friendship, of
trust, of standing together against everything their worlds threw at them.
Before it all shattered. Another wave of magic crashes through him before he
can respond. This time the shift takes him completely, leaving him in beast
form, golden fur bristling as he fights for control.

"We were
brothers once," Lucien says quietly. "Before pride and pain got in
the way."

The words cut
through Tamlin's haze of fever and magic. Brothers. Yes. They had been.
Before...

His legs give
out, massive beast form crumpling to the floor. Lucien moves forward
instinctively, that old instinct to help warring with newer caution.

"Damn
it, Tam." Real feeling breaks through Lucien's careful mask. "Let me
help. Like I should have before. Like I-"

A snarl cuts
him off, but it's weak. Pained. The beast's eyes squeeze shut as another surge
of magic burns through him.

"The
negotiations failed," Lucien continues, his voice deliberately steady.
"Blackwood has too many lords convinced. They're calling for 'reclamation'
of Fae territories. Starting with Spring Court."

Tamlin
manages to shift back to Fae form, though the effort leaves him gasping.
"How long?"

"Two
weeks. Maybe less." Lucien's russet eye fixes on him. "You're in no
condition to fight."

"I don't
have a choice."

"You
always have a choice." Lucien moves closer, close enough now that Tamlin
can see the concern etched in his features. "You're just too stubborn to
make the right one."

"Too
stubborn," Tamlin repeats hoarsely. Another wave of magic hits, but he
manages to stay in Fae form through sheer will. "Like when you told me I
was destroying everything with that stubbornness? Right before you left?"

The words
come out bitter, but Lucien doesn't flinch.

"Yes,"
he says simply. "Exactly like then." He moves to the window, staring
out at the gardens where new roses bloom among thorns. "I should have
stayed. Should have tried harder to get through to you. Instead I just... left.
Like everyone else."

"You had
reason." The admission costs him, but the fever makes everything raw,
honest. "I gave you reason."

"Maybe."
Lucien turns back, that mechanical eye whirring faster. "But that's not
why I'm here now."

Tamlin closes
his eyes as another surge of magic burns through his blood. Everything feels
too bright, too sharp. "Then why?"

"Because
I got a letter from the Night Court this morning."

The words hit
like a physical blow. Tamlin's eyes snap open, magic crackling around him.
"Evie-"

"Is
fine," Lucien says quickly. "More than fine, actually. She's..."
A slight smile touches his lips. "She's advocating for you. For the Spring
Court. Rather forcefully, from what I hear."

Something
twists in Tamlin's chest - pride or pain or both. Of course she is. His brave,
stubborn songbird, facing down the most powerful court in Prythian for his
sake.

"She
shouldn't have to," he manages through clenched teeth. "This isn't
her fight."

"No,"
Lucien agrees softly. "But she's chosen to make it hers anyway. Like
someone else I once knew, who stood between me and my family when I needed it
most."

The memory
hits hard - Lucien, young and broken, fleeing his father's cruelty. Tamlin,
offering sanctuary without hesitation. Brotherhood forged in shared pain and
understanding.

"That
was different," Tamlin says, but his voice lacks conviction.

"Was
it?" Lucien moves closer, concern winning over caution. "You gave me
a home when I had nowhere else to go. Let me help you rebuild yours."

Another wave
of magic crashes through him, and this time Tamlin can't quite suppress the
sound of pain. His legs buckle, but Lucien catches him before he hits the
floor.

"Proud
fool," Lucien mutters, but there's affection beneath the exasperation.
"You can't fight a war like this."

"Can't..."
Tamlin struggles to focus through the fever haze. "Can't let them take
these lands. Can't let Blackwood anywhere near her..."

"Then
let us help." Lucien's grip tightens. "Let me help. Like you once
helped me."

The words
hang between them, heavy with shared history and possibility. Through the
withdraw symptoms wreaking havoc on his body, through the magic burning wild in
his blood, Tamlin feels something else break free.

Pride,
perhaps. Or maybe just the walls he'd built between himself and the last person
who truly knew him before everything shattered.

"I don't
know how," he admits finally, the words scraping his throat raw. "I
don't know how to be... this. Whatever I'm becoming."

"Good
thing you don't have to figure it out alone then."
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Evelyn
The music in
Velaris sings differently.

I walk the
Rainbow's winding streets as morning light spills over the city, taking in how
art fills every corner. Musicians play on street corners, their instruments
precise and perfectly tuned. Painters capture the dawn on canvases, while
sculptors coax beauty from marble and clay. Everything here is cultivated,
refined, purposeful.

Not like
Spring's wild melodies, I think, remembering how music had echoed through
broken halls. The chorus of birds and wild things in the forest. How Tamlin's
violin had carried centuries of pain and possibility. Here, the songs feel...
tamer. Lovely, but contained.

"It's
something, isn't it?"

I turn to
find Feyre watching me, her expression unreadable. She's dressed simply despite
her power, an artist's smock splattered with paint.

"It's
beautiful," I say honestly. "But different."

"From
Spring?" A slight smile touches her lips. "Everything's different
there. Wilder. More..."

"Alive,"
I finish quietly. "Even when it's broken."

Something
shifts in her eyes - recognition, perhaps. "You miss it already."

"Yes."
No point denying it. "But I'm where I need to be."

She falls
into step beside me as we wind through streets that somehow manage to be both
elegant and welcoming. Artists nod respectfully as we pass, though no one
interrupts their High Lady's walk.

"I used
to paint the Spring Court," she says after a while. "All those roses
and thorns. The way light filtered through ancient trees." Her voice
carries no bitterness, only memory. "It was beautiful, even at its
worst."

"It
still is." I think of new blooms pushing through decay. "Just...
different now. Healing."

"Because
of you?"

"Because
he's letting it." I stop at a street musician playing something soft and
sweet on a flute. The melody is perfect, practiced. Nothing like the raw
emotion Tamlin had poured into his violin that night. "Because he's
trying."

Feyre is
quiet for a long moment, watching the musician with artist's eyes. "He
never used to try," she says finally. "He just... was. Unchangeable
as mountains." She glances at me. "What did you do differently?"

"Nothing,"
I meet her gaze. "I just... gave him space to change himself. Sometimes
things need to break completely before you can rebuild them properly." 

A ghost of a
smile touches her lips. "Space. The one thing he never gave me."

"I
know." I turn back to the musician, letting the perfect notes wash over
me. "He knows too. Now." My fingers trace the carved railings beside
us, finding small imperfections in the stone. "When I first came to Spring
Court, everything was broken. But there's something beautiful about putting
pieces back together - you start to see which parts worked before and which
didn't. What needs to change and what's worth preserving." 

"Like a
painting," Feyre says softly. "Sometimes you have to strip the canvas
bare to create something true."

"Yes."
I think of restored instruments, of thorny roses learning gentler ways to
bloom. "And sometimes what you rebuild is stronger than what was there
before."

She studies
me with new interest. "You're not what I expected."

"No?"

"When
Lucien said another human female had found her way to Spring Court..." She
shakes her head. "I thought you'd be..."

"Like
you were?" I finish gently. "Running from poverty and hunger into a
beautiful cage?"

"Yes."
No hesitation in her voice. "Instead you ran from privilege into a broken
court, and somehow..." She gestures at the city around us. "Somehow
you're here asking for help to put it right instead of escape from it."

The music
shifts to something more complex, still perfect, still contained. I find myself
missing the wild grace of Spring's melodies, the way even broken instruments
sang with raw truth.

"Show me
your paintings?" I ask suddenly. "The ones of Spring Court?"

Surprise
flickers across her face, followed by understanding. "They're not... happy
memories."

"No,"
I agree. "But they're true ones. And I need to understand - all of it - if
I'm going to help save what that court's becoming."

She's quiet
for a long moment, artist's fingers tapping against her thigh as she considers.
Then:

"Come
with me."

Feyre leads
me to a studio off a side street on the Rainbow, where morning light streams
through tall windows to illuminate dozens of canvases. The space breathes art -
paintings lean against every wall, brushes scatter across tables, and the air
carries the sharp scent of paint and possibility.

But my
attention fixes on one corner, where familiar thorns and roses bloom across
canvas after canvas.

"These
are..." My voice catches as I take in the Spring Court captured in paint
and memory.

"From
before," Feyre says quietly. "During. After."

The
progression tells its own story. Early paintings show the court in full bloom -
roses without thorns, sunlight dancing through perfect gardens. Then darker
pieces, where thorns begin to overcome blooms, where shadows creep in at the
edges. Finally, paintings of destruction - broken windows, shattered halls,
gardens choked with cruel vines.

But it's the
last canvas that steals my breath. Half-finished, it shows the manor as it
stands now - caught between decay and renewal. New roses push through tangles
of thorns, while broken windows reflect dawn light like promises of repair.

"You've
been back," I realize.

"No."
She moves to stand beside me. "Azriel's shadows brought me glimpses. I
started painting it when we first heard whispers of change in the Spring Court.
When we realized something was different."

I study the
painting, noting details I know intimately - the windows newly cleaned, the
gardens slowly remembering gentler ways to grow.

"It's
not just physical changes," I say softly. "The whole court feels
different now. Like it's learning to trust itself again. To bloom without
drawing blood."

"Like
its High Lord?" There's no accusation in her voice, only quiet
understanding.

"Yes."
I trace the air above painted thorns. "Though some days are harder than
others."

She's quiet
for a moment, artist's fingers hovering over her brushes. "I used to think
he'd never change. That he couldn't."

"Maybe
he couldn't then." I think of broken glass and spilled poison. Of promises
made in candlelight. "Maybe he needed to lose everything first. To see
what was worth saving." I gesture to her paintings - that progression from
perfection to destruction to something new trying to grow. "Like stripping
canvas bare."

A small smile
touches her lips. "You understand him better than I ever did."

"No."
I shake my head. "I just understand him differently. You knew who he was.
I know who he's trying to become."

She turns
back to her half-finished painting, picking up a brush. After a moment, she
begins adding subtle touches of gold to the dawn light reflecting off broken
windows.

"Tell
me," she says quietly, "about the Spring Court now. About what's
worth saving."

So I do.

I tell her
about music returning to silent halls. About roses learning to bloom without
drawing blood. About a High Lord fighting his own nature to become something
better, even when it hurts.

She paints as
I speak, adding details I describe - the way morning mist curls through healing
gardens, how new growth pushes through decay, the subtle signs of life
returning to broken places.

"He
plays again?" she asks when I mention the violin.

"When he
lets himself." I watch her brush dance across canvas. "When he
remembers it's okay to feel something real."

Her hand
stills. "That's what I couldn't give him," she says softly.
"Permission to be vulnerable. To be uncertain."

"You
couldn't give him what he wouldn't take." I touch her arm gently.
"What he wasn't ready to accept."

Feyre adds
shadows to the edges of her painting, her brush strokes becoming more hesitant.
"There's something you should know." She sets down her brush, turning
to face me fully. "About what happened after Under the Mountain."

"The
prison beneath the mountain?" I've heard whispers, fragments of that dark
time, but little more.

"Yes."
Feyre's hands still on her brushes, something haunted entering her expression.
"We both came out of there broken. Tamlin... he was forced to wear a mask
that stripped away his power, his very identity. Made to watch as Amarantha
tortured and killed humans, unable to do anything but observe. And then…” She swallowed
hard. “Then he had to watch me die. I broke my neck, right there in front of
him. He couldn't save me, couldn't even move to catch me as I fell.”

 “I… had nightmares,
panic attacks, darkness I couldn't escape. I needed to talk about it, to
process what had happened to me. But Tamlin... he just shut down completely.
Wouldn't speak of it. Wouldn't let me speak of it. Like if we pretended hard
enough, none of it had happened."

She sets down
her brush entirely, and I see the artist's hands shake slightly. "I was
drowning in my own trauma, and he responded by trying to control everything
around me. Every detail of my life, every moment of my day. As if building
enough walls could somehow keep the darkness out." Her voice catches.
"I needed to heal. Instead, I got a cage."

The shadows
in her eyes tell me there's more - much more - that she's not saying. But my
mind is already piecing together what she has said with what I know of Tamlin.
He'd been there too, helpless behind that mask she mentioned. Had been forced
to watch as she died, unable even to reach for her as she fell. I think of
Tamlin's careful silences, the way he still struggles to voice certain truths. The
powerlessness of that moment must have broken something fundamental in him. 

"You
needed someone to help you heal," I say softly, understanding blooming
like thorny roses in my chest. "And he was too trapped in his own trauma
to be that person."

Something
flickers across Feyre's face - recognition perhaps, or surprise at my insight.
"Yes. Though it doesn't excuse what came after.” She meets my eyes
directly. "Just... be careful. Be ready to run if you have to."

Every
interaction with Tamlin shifts in my mind - his obsessive patrols, his
avoidance of certain rooms, the way he sometimes stares at nothing, lost in
memories he won't share. Forced to watch his love die while powerless to stop
it. No wonder he'd developed such intense needs to control, to protect, to
never be helpless again…

"That’s what
truly concerns me," Feyre continues quietly. "There were moments...
when his control slipped. When he… erupted." She meets my eyes. "I
was Fae by then. Strong enough to withstand his power. But you're human."

The words hit
close to home - too close. I remember the Faebane, his desperate attempt to
control his own nature.

Understanding
dawns cold in my chest. "You think he might hurt me."

She gestures
to a different painting - one showing the manor's great hall in ruins,
furniture splintered by some terrible force. "When the rage takes him,
when he loses control... I've seen him destroy entire rooms without meaning to.
If you were caught in that..."

“I'd
die." The words come steady, matter-of-fact.

"Yes."
No gentling of the truth. "He nearly killed two servants once, when his
power lashed out. If Lucien hadn't been there..." She trails off, pain
flickering across her features. "I know he's trying to change. I know he's
fighting to be better. But Evelyn..." Her hand finds mine, squeezing
gently. "One moment of lost control is all it would take."

I think of
the Faebane again - how he'd poisoned himself rather than risk hurting me. How
that wild magic burns in him still, threatening to overwhelm.

"That's
why he took it," I whisper, pieces clicking into place. "The Faebane.
He was so afraid of losing control..."

Sharp concern
threads her voice. "When did this start?"

"After
we..." I feel heat rise in my cheeks. "After we grew closer. He was
terrified of becoming possessive again, of the magic making him..." I
trail off, seeing new understanding dawn in her eyes.

"Oh,
Tam," she breathes, and for the first time I hear real pain in her voice.
Real care for the male she'd left behind. "Still trying to cage parts of
himself rather than learn to live with them."

"He's
learning now," I say firmly. "He destroyed his supply of Faebane.
Chose to face it rather than hide."

"But at
what cost?" She turns back to her painting, adding thorns that look almost
protective rather than cruel. "The magic will be stronger after being
suppressed. Harder to control. And you'll be the closest target if he
slips."

"I trust
him."

"I did
too." She sighs softly. "But trust isn't always enough. Sometimes
love isn't either." Her brush stills again. "Just... be careful. And
maybe..." A slight smile touches her lips. "Maybe help him find a
better way to handle the magic than either caging it or letting it
explode."

"I
will." I watch her add hints of new growth among painted thorns.
"Thank you. For telling me."

"Thank
you," she says quietly, "for helping him try to heal. Even
if..." She swallows. "Even if it means risking yourself to do
it."

We stand in
silence as morning light shifts across canvas, painting shadows and hope in
equal measure. Somewhere in the Spring Court, Tamlin fights his own battles
with magic and memory. But here, in this sun-filled studio, perhaps something
else begins to heal as well.











  
    
    Unknown
    
  




  

32





Tamlin
The manor
feels too empty and too full at once.

Tamlin paces
the halls, magic burning steadier in his veins now that the worst of the
withdrawal has passed. His steps take him past the cellar entrance, and for a
moment he thinks of that last vial of Faebane hidden in its depths. The one
dose he couldn't quite bring himself to destroy. But there's no time for such
thoughts now.

"They're
moving faster than we thought." Lucien's voice carries from the study
where maps spread across ancient desk. "Three more noble houses have
joined Blackwood's banner. The force gathering at the border..." He trails
off, that mechanical eye whirring faster.

"How
many?"

"Too
many."

The first
arrow crashes through the study window before either of them can move. More
follow, a deadly rain that sends them diving for cover as glass shatters around
them.

Tamlin shifts
into beast form, magic surging through massive muscles as he launches himself
through the broken window. The first archer barely has time to scream before
massive jaws close around his throat. Blood sprays across roses as Tamlin tears
the man nearly in half, the body still twitching as it falls.

Lucien
emerges behind him in a flash of autumn fire, his blade singing through the air
to catch a soldier's sword thrust. The movement is almost lazy, centuries of
training evident in how he turns the parry into a killing stroke that opens his
attacker from collar to hip.

More soldiers
break from the tree line, and Tamlin's lips peel back from blood-stained fangs
in a savage grin. This, at least, is simple. This he understands.

He moves like
living fury, each leap carrying him into clusters of men who realize too late
what it means to face a High Lord's power. Claws longer than daggers rip
through armour like parchment. Bones snap between massive jaws. The beast in
him glories in the violence.

A soldier
manages to get behind him with a spear, but Lucien is already there. Fire
blazes along his sword as he separates the man's head from his shoulders in one
fluid motion. "Just like the Autumn Court hunting parties," he calls,
a fierce light in his russet eye. "Though the prey was usually more
challenging."

Tamlin's
answering snarl might be a laugh as he swats three more soldiers aside with one
massive paw, crushing ribs and rupturing organs. These humans thought to take
his lands? To threaten what's his? He'll paint his roses with their blood.

A soldier
with more courage than sense charges Tamlin with a sword, screaming something
about monsters and demons. Tamlin's claws take the man's arm off at the
shoulder, then his head follows in a spray of crimson. The beast in him howls
in savage joy as another human's nerve breaks, the soldier turning to flee.
Tamlin's leap carries him onto the man's back, crushing him into the earth with
enough force to shatter spine and skull together.

"Left!"
Lucien's warning rings out sharp and clear.

Tamlin drops
and rolls without hesitation, trusting his friend's sight as arrows whistle
through the space where he'd been. His next bound carries him into the cluster
of archers emerging from behind a hedgerow. They try to scatter, but he's
faster - so much faster. His claws open bellies and throats in quick
succession, the scent of terror and blood filling his nose as he tears through
their formation.

Three
soldiers rush Lucien with spears, trying to pin him against the manor wall.
Fire explodes from his blade in a deadly arc, incinerating the weapons to ash.
His sword follows through the same motion, opening all three throats in one
elegant sweep. That mechanical eye whirs as he spins, catching another
attacker's blade on his crossguard before driving his own point up through the
man's jaw.

More humans
pour from the tree line, but Tamlin and Lucien fall into an old rhythm - back
to back, beast and blade working in lethal concert. When Lucien ducks, Tamlin's
claws sweep over his head to tear through the soldiers trying to flank them.
When Tamlin rears up to crush a man in his jaws, Lucien's sword darts beneath
his belly to skewer another attacker.

"Remember
that tavern brawl in Summer Court?" Lucien calls as he parries two swords
at once, his blade moving faster than human eyes can track.

Tamlin's
answering roar shakes leaves from trees as he seizes a soldier in each massive
paw and smashes them together hard enough to turn bone to splinters. Of course
he remembers - they'd fought their way through thirty Summer Court warriors
that night. But this... this is different.

These humans
fall easily enough, but their numbers seem endless. For each one that drops,
two more appear from the shadows of the forest. Already the ground grows slick
with blood and entrails, yet still they come.

A spear
glances off Tamlin's ribs - not deep, but enough to paint his golden fur
crimson. His retaliating snap takes the spearman's head clean off, but more
soldiers press in to fill the gap. Always more...

"Ash!"
Lucien's warning cuts through the battle sounds. "Tam, they're bringing up
ash weapons!"

The scent
hits Tamlin's nostrils a moment later - that bitter, wrong smell that promises
agony to Fae flesh. A new wave of soldiers emerges from the tree line, carrying
darker weapons with a sickly gleam.

His magic
recoils instinctively as the ash-tipped spears draw near. One catches him
across the shoulder as he tears through another cluster of soldiers, and pain
explodes through his body like liquid fire. The beast in him howls, more in
rage than agony, as he whirls to crush the spearman's chest with one massive
paw.

But the wound
burns, refuses to heal properly. More ash weapons approach from all sides now -
arrows, swords, spears, all carried by soldiers who've clearly been trained in
their use. These aren't common guardsmen anymore. These are Fae hunters.

"They've
been planning this," Lucien snarls, his blade weaving a desperate defence
as ash arrows rain down. One grazes his arm and he hisses in pain, flames
erupting from his sword to incinerate the next volley. "Tam, they knew
exactly what to bring!"

Tamlin's only
response is a roar of fury as he launches himself at the approaching
ash-bearers. He manages to tear through three before a sword catches him along
his flank, the ash-forged steel parting fur and flesh like silk. The pain
nearly drives him to his knees, but he forces himself forward, refusing to
yield.

More arrows
whistle through the air - regular steel mixed with ash, making it impossible to
dodge them all. One takes Lucien in the thigh, driving him back against the
manor walls. Fire blooms from his hands, creating a barrier between them and
the next wave, but Tamlin can see the strain on his friend's face.

They're being
pushed back. Surrounded. The ash weapons force them to move more cautiously,
each wound burning like poison in their veins. And still more soldiers emerge
from the forests, these ones carrying what look like ash-tipped nets.

"Tam..."
Lucien's voice carries warning and desperation as he deflects another
ash-forged blade. "We can't-"

An explosion
rocks the eastern wing of the manor - some human device reducing ancient stone
to rubble. The sound of his home being destroyed sends Tamlin into a frenzy. He
charges the nearest group of soldiers, golden fur stained crimson as he lets
the beast take over.

"Tam!"
Lucien's warning comes too late.

A net of
spelled rope catches Tamlin's hind leg, trying to drag him down. He tears free
with a snarl, but more soldiers press in. Too many. Far too many.

"We
can't hold them!" Lucien appears at his side, both eyes gleaming with
battle light. "There's at least five hundred more coming from the
south."

Tamlin shifts
back to Fae form, breathing hard. "I won't-"

"Won't
what? Die pointlessly?" Lucien deflects an arrow aimed at Tamlin's throat.
"Because that's what staying means. We need to fall back. Regroup. Find
allies."

"This is
my home." But even as he says it, Tamlin watches another explosion tear
through the manor's western tower.

"And it
will still be your home when we take it back," Lucien growls. "But we
can't do that if we're dead!"

More soldiers
pour from the trees like ants from a broken hill. The manor burns behind them,
centuries of history going up in flames. Everything he's tried to rebuild,
everything Evelyn helped heal...

"Tam!"
Real fear threads Lucien's voice now. "We have to go! Now!" Lucien's
flames flicker weaker as more ash weapons press in. "Before they
completely surround us."

This isn't
surrender, he tells himself. This is survival.

"Fine."
The word comes out as a snarl. "Summer Court border. Together?"

A fierce grin
splits Lucien's face. "Together."

Magic surges
around them both - autumn fire and spring fury combining as they winnow away
from the battle. The last thing Tamlin sees is his home burning, soldiers
already breaching the walls.

Only when
they materialize at Summer's borders, exhausted and bleeding but alive, does a
cold thought hit him like a physical blow.

The Faebane.
That last vial, hidden in the cellar depths. Now in enemy hands.

But it's too
late. The manor burns leagues away, and there's no going back.

Not yet.

***

The scent of
salt and sea hits them first as they materialize at Summer's borders. Tamlin
stumbles, the combination of ash wounds and desperate winnowing leaving him drained.
Lucien catches his arm before he can fall, though his friend isn't much
steadier.

Well,"
Lucien manages through gritted teeth, "this should be interesting."

Summer Court
sentries materialize around them in bursts of seafoam magic, weapons drawn.
Tamlin forces himself to straighten despite how the ash burns in his veins. He
won't appear weak. Won't let them see-

"High
Lord." One of the sentries steps forward, her bronze skin gleaming in the
southern sun. Her eyes widen slightly as she takes in their blood-soaked state.
"You're... injured."

"We need
to speak with Tarquin." Lucien's diplomatic training kicks in despite the
arrow still protruding from his thigh. "Immediately."

The sentries
exchange glances. Tamlin can smell their uncertainty, their wariness. Spring
Court's High Lord appearing bloody and beaten at their borders... he should
have thought this through better. Should have...

Another wave
of dizziness hits, and this time he can't quite hide it. The ash wounds feel
like molten metal beneath his skin, refusing to heal properly.

"Send
word to High Lord Tarquin," the lead sentry says finally. "And get a
healer." She eyes their injuries with growing concern. "Several
healers."

Time blurs.
They're led - half-carried, though Tamlin will never admit it - to a healing
chamber in Tarquin's palace. Everything gleams with pearl and coral, so
different from Spring Court's wild beauty. Healers swarm around them, speaking
in urgent tones about ash poison and magical depletion.

"Spring
Court has fallen."

Tamlin's head
snaps up at Tarquin's voice. The Summer Court High Lord stands in the doorway,
power rolling off him in waves that smell of storm-tossed seas. His dark skin
seems to shimmer with captured sunlight, and those strange pale blue eyes fix
on Tamlin with uncomfortable intensity.

"Not
fallen," Tamlin growls, though the effect is somewhat ruined as a healer
probes one of his wounds. "Temporarily occupied."

"By
humans." Tarquin's voice carries no judgment, only careful consideration.
"With ash weapons and training in how to use them."

"They
were ready for us," Lucien cuts in, his diplomatic tone strained as
another healer works on his leg. "Organized. Equipped specifically to
fight Fae."

"This
isn't just about Spring Court's borders anymore," Tamlin forces himself to
say. The words taste like bitter pride. "Blackwood means to push further.
To prove humans can take territory back from Fae."

Tarquin is
quiet for a long moment, those pale eyes unreadable. "And you came here
because..." 

Because we
had nowhere else to go, Tamlin thinks bitterly. Because the Night Court already
has Evelyn. Because...

"Because
all of Prythian needs to understand the threat," he says instead.
"Before it spreads beyond Spring's borders."

Something
shifts in Tarquin's expression - recognition perhaps, or memory. He would
understand invasion, violation. Would remember what it meant to watch his
people suffer.

"Rest,"
Tarquin says finally. "Let the healers work. We'll discuss this further
when you're stronger." He turns to leave, then pauses. "And Tamlin...
I know what it costs to ask for help. To admit you can't fight alone."

The words hit
harder than any ash weapon. Tamlin closes his eyes as another healer approaches
with bandages that smell of sea magic and healing.

His court is
lost. His home burns. And here he lies in another High Lord's palace, wearing
wounds that won't heal and shame that burns deeper than any poison.

But he's
still alive. Still fighting.

And Blackwood
will learn exactly what that means.
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Evelyn
Something
feels wrong.

I've spent
the past three days trying to ignore it - that hollow sensation where my
awareness of Tamlin usually hums. Like a song suddenly muffled, or spring magic
turned to winter frost.

"You're
distracted again." Mor's voice pulls me from my thoughts. We stand in what
they call the war room, maps spread across tables while she explains Night
Court's military structure. "What is it?"

"I don't
know." I trace the border between Spring and human lands with trembling
fingers. "Something's different. He feels... further away somehow."

She studies
me with those knowing eyes but doesn't press further. Instead, she turns as
wings shadow the doorway.

The male who
enters radiates raw power - not the star-flecked darkness of Rhysand, but
something more physically imposing. Massive wings, warrior's build, and a face
that seems made for both fighting and laughter. A female accompanies him, her
beauty as sharp as the power rolling off her in waves.

"Evelyn,"
Mor says, "meet Cassian, Commander of the Night Court armies. And
Nesta."

Cassian's
grin is surprisingly warm as he looks me over. "So you're the one who's
got the Spring Court's beast actually accepting help? I'm impressed." He
moves to study the maps I've been marking. "Though from what I hear,
you're more interested in giving help than accepting it."

"Cassian,"
Nesta warns, but there's affection beneath her steel.

"What?
I'm serious." He traces the line I'd drawn showing Blackwood's troop
movements. "These are good observations. You know military strategy?"

"My
father made sure of it." I try to keep the bitterness from my voice.
"Though I doubt he intended me to use it quite like this."

"Ah yes,
Lord Nolan." Cassian's wings shift as he leans against the table.
"Had a few run-ins with his forces during the war. Clever bastard, I'll
give him that. Always looking for weak points in Fae defenses."

"That's
why Spring Court is so crucial," I say, gesturing to the map. "It's
not just about territory. It's about finding vulnerabilities. Testing
responses."

"Smart
girl." Real respect threads his voice now. "You understand it's not
just about the immediate threat. It's about what comes after." His hazel
eyes fix on me with surprising intensity. "So tell me - how did you
convince the most prideful High Lord in Prythian to actually consider accepting
help?"

"I
didn't convince him of anything." I meet his gaze steadily. "I
just... showed him he didn't have to carry everything alone."

"Like
someone else I know," Nesta says quietly, moving to stand beside Cassian.
Her power feels different from the others - sharper, newer somehow.
"Sometimes the strongest warriors are the ones most afraid to admit they
need help."

Cassian's
wings brush her shoulder in what seems like an unconscious gesture. "The
Illyrian forces are yours, if you need them," he says to me. "Ten
thousand warriors who know exactly how to fight against human armies."

"Just
like that?" I can't quite keep the surprise from my voice.

He grins
again, but there's steel beneath it now. "Just like that. See, I
understand something about pride and warriors. About males who'd rather die
than admit weakness." His expression sobers. "And I understand what
it means when someone finally breaks through those walls."

"Besides,"
Nesta adds dryly, "he's been wanting to punch Tamlin in his snarly face
for centuries. This way he might actually get the chance."

"Sweetheart,
you wound me." Cassian presses a hand to his chest in mock offense.
"I'm purely motivated by military strategy and diplomatic concerns."

"Of
course you are." But there's a ghost of a smile on her severe features.

I watch them,
fascinated by how they move together - like dancers in perfect sync, though I
suspect they'd both hate the comparison. "The Illyrians," I say
carefully. "They're different from other Fae forces?"

"We're
warriors born and bred," Cassian says, pride evident in how his wings
flare slightly. "Been fighting humans and Fae alike for longer than your
histories remember. The battlefield is our home." He taps the map where
Spring Court's borders meet human lands. "Give me two legions and three
days, and I'll show Blackwood exactly what that means."

"It's
not just about winning battles," Nesta cuts in, giving him a quelling
look. "It's about showing strength without becoming the monsters they
think we are. Proving we can fight together without losing ourselves."

"Says
the female who once threatened to tear out my throat," Cassian reminds her
cheerfully.

"You
deserved it."

"Probably."

Their banter
carries an ease that makes my chest ache. This is what Tamlin's court has been
missing - not just allies, but genuine connections. People who understand both
strength and vulnerability.

"Tell me
about the legions," I say, leaning over the map. "Everything you can
do, everything you'll need. If we're going to take back Spring Court..."

Cassian's
grin turns predatory. "Now you're speaking my language. First, let me tell
you about our aerial combat strategies. You see, when you combine Illyrian
wings with-"

The door
bursts open before he can continue.

Magic
crackles through the room as shadows gather. The Shadowsinger - Azriel -
materializes supporting what looks like a wounded mortal. Blood stains common
clothes, and the man's face is drawn with pain.

But
something's wrong. The way Azriel holds him, the horror in his expression...

"He was
Illryian," Azriel says quietly. "One of our scouts."

Was?

Then I see it
- where massive wings should spread behind him, there's nothing. Not torn away,
but simply... gone. As though they never existed. As though he were...

"Human,"
Nesta breathes, real fear threading her voice. "They've found a way to
make us human."

The scout's
eyes flutter open, and there's no trace of immortal power in them. Just mortal
pain and terror.

"Blackwood,"
he manages through cracked lips. "Some kind of weapon. Stripped everything
away." His voice breaks. "I can't feel my magic. Can't feel
anything..."

Ice slides
down my spine as the implications hit. Not just a weapon to kill Fae, but to
unmake them. To strip away their very nature.

And somewhere
in that hollow space where Tamlin's presence should be, something whispers that
this is only the beginning.

"Get him
to the healers," Cassian orders, all traces of earlier warmth gone from
his voice. "Now."

Azriel
vanishes with the former Illyrian as Rhysand and Feyre materialize in bursts of
star-flecked darkness. They must have felt the disturbance through whatever
bonds connect them all.

"Report,"
Rhysand commands, power rolling off him in waves.

"They've
weaponized something like Faebane," Nesta says, her voice carrying that
sharp edge I'm learning means she's truly afraid. "But permanent. It
doesn't just suppress magic, it... erases it completely."

My hands
shake as I remember that last conversation with Tamlin. The Faebane he'd used,
trying to control his own magic. If Blackwood somehow got his hands on it,
studied it...

"There's
more," Azriel's voice drifts from the doorway as he returns alone.
"Spring Court has fallen. Tamlin and Lucien were driven out two days
ago."

The hollow
feeling in my chest suddenly makes terrible sense.

"Where
are they?" The words scrape from my throat.

"Summer
Court," Azriel replies, shadows writhing around him. "Both injured,
but alive. Tarquin's healers are treating ash weapon wounds."

My knees
nearly buckle with relief. Alive. He's alive. But ash weapons, and now this new
horror...

"We need
to know exactly what we're dealing with," Rhysand says, his power filling
the room like living night. "Az, get back out there. Find out everything
you can about this weapon. How it works, how they made it, how many they have."

"Already
on it." The Shadowsinger melts back into darkness.

"Cassian,"
Rhysand continues, "get the legions ready. If they can strip away our
power..."

"They'll
try to push beyond Spring's borders," Cassian finishes grimly. "Take
advantage while we're all still reeling from the shock of it." His wings
flare with agitation. "I'll have the forces assembled by dawn."

"I
should examine the scout," Nesta says, that sharp-edged power gathering
around her. "See if I can sense anything about how this was done. If
there's any trace of magic left..."

They continue
strategizing, voices urgent but controlled. A well-oiled machine responding to
crisis. But all I can think about is Tamlin, wounded and driven from his home,
while this new weapon threatens everything he is.

"You're
going to him." Feyre's voice is quiet beside me. Not a question.

"I have
to." I meet her gaze steadily. "But not just because I'm worried.
Spring Court fell because he didn't have enough allies. Because pride kept him
isolated for too long. I won't let that happen again."

 

Something
like approval flickers in her expression. "Then let us help. Really help,
not just offer sanctuary while you gather support." She glances at
Rhysand, some silent communication passing between them. "The Night Court
stands with Spring Court. Officially."

Surprised
gratitude sweeps my expression. I’d known the stakes were high enough, and yet
somehow I’d expected more of a struggle to win their support, more bitterness. 

"As does
Summer, apparently," Mor adds. "And where Night Court goes, others
tend to follow."

"We'll
need everyone," Cassian says grimly. "If they can strip away our
power, make us mortal..." His wings shift uneasily. "This isn't just
about territory anymore. This is about survival."

I think of
that scout's empty eyes, of magic and wings simply... gone. Of everything that
makes the Fae who they are being unmade by human weapons.

"Then we
make sure they understand exactly what they're threatening," I say, steel
threading my voice. "All of us. Together."

Around me,
the most powerful Fae I've ever met nod in agreement. The Night Court's Inner
Circle, preparing for war.

And somewhere
in Summer Court, Tamlin recovers from ash wounds, not knowing an even deadlier
weapon waits to be unleashed.

I have to
reach him before it's too late.
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Tamlin
Adriata
shimmers like a fever dream.

Tamlin stands
at the window of his assigned chambers, watching sunlight dance off buildings
of pearl and coral. Everything here feels too bright, too perfect - streets
paved with shells that catch the light like scattered stars, fountains that
sing with the voice of the sea itself. So different from Spring Court's wild
beauty.

His wounds
still burn from the ash weapons, though Summer Court's healers have done what
they can. Each breath pulls at barely-healed flesh, a constant reminder of
failure.

A knock at
his door carries a scent that stops his heart for a moment.

"Come
in, Alis."

His former
housekeeper enters, those bark-brown eyes widening slightly at his state. She
looks... well. Happy, even. Her wooden skin seems to glow with health, and her
clothes carry the relaxed elegance of Summer Court fashion.

"High
Lord." She doesn't bow. Doesn't need to anymore.

"You
look good," he manages, the words scraping his throat raw. "Summer
Court suits you."

"It
does." No gentling of the truth. "My nephews are apprenticed to
pearl-divers now. They love the water." A pause heavy with meaning.
"They're safe here."

The words hit
harder than any ash weapon. Safe. Like they hadn't been in his court. Like they
aren't now, with his lands fallen to human forces.

"I'm
glad," he forces himself to say. Because he is, isn't he? Glad that at
least some of his people found better lives after fleeing his broken court.
Found safety in waters warmed by summer sun rather than drowning in spring
shadows.

Alis sets a
tray of food on a nearby table - fruits he doesn't recognize, fish that seems
to shimmer with its own light. "Tarquin wants to meet with you. When
you're ready." Her tone suggests he'd better be ready soon.

"To
discuss terms of sanctuary?" The words taste bitter as grave dirt.

"To
discuss alliance." She meets his gaze steadily. "There's a
difference."

He turns back
to the window, watching ships with sails like butterfly wings dance across the harbour.
Everything here works in perfect harmony - Tarquin's power touching every wave,
every tide, every drop of water that sustains his people.

While Spring
Court burns.

"You're
allowed to accept help, you know." Alis's voice comes softer now. "It
doesn't make you weak. It makes you wise."

A snarl
builds in his throat, but she's already moving toward the door. She pauses at
the threshold, those bark-brown eyes finding his once more.

"We left
because we had to," she says quietly. "But that doesn't mean we
stopped caring about Spring Court. About what it could be, if you'd only let it
heal."

The door
closes behind her with a quiet click that somehow sounds like hope.

***

Tarquin's
council chamber breathes sea and sky. Windows of coloured glass cast
ever-shifting patterns across floors of polished pearl, while the endless song
of waves provides a constant harmony to their words.

Maps and
naval charts cover tables of white stone shot through with gold. Tarquin's
commanders - males and females with gill-slits at their throats and scales
shimmering beneath their skin - mark positions with pieces of coral and pearl.

Tamlin forces
himself to stand straight despite his wounds as Tarquin studies him from a
chair carved of coral and mother-of-pearl. The Summer Court High Lord's power
fills the room like a warm tide - present but not threatening, unlike Rhysand's
star-flecked darkness or Tamlin's own wild magic.

"And
you're here because..." Tarquin lets the question hang between them.

Tamlin's
claws threaten to emerge, but Lucien steps forward smoothly.

"Because
this threatens all of Prythian," his former emissary says, diplomatic
training evident in every careful word. "And because Spring Court's
position makes it our responsibility to stop it before it spreads."

"Our?"
Tarquin's pale eyes fix on Lucien. "Last I heard, you served in the human
lands."

"I serve
where I'm needed." Lucien meets that penetrating gaze steadily.
"Right now, that's here."

Something
shifts in Tarquin's expression - approval perhaps, or understanding. He rises,
moving to a map spread across a table of white stone shot through with gold.

"Show
me," he says simply.

Tamlin forces
himself to approach the table, to point out Blackwood's positions, his tactics,
the weapons his forces carry. Each word feels like surrender, but...

But he
remembers Alis's words. Remembers how his pride had cost him everything once
before.

"They
knew exactly how to fight Fae," he continues roughly. "The ash
weapons, the formations... they were ready. Trained."

"They've
been planning this," Tarquin muses, studying the map. "Since the wall
fell, maybe longer." His finger traces the line where Spring Court meets
human lands. "You need more than just sanctuary."

"Yes."
The word scrapes Tamlin's throat raw. "I need..." He falters, old
habits warring with desperate necessity.

"We need
allies," Lucien finishes firmly. "Real ones. Not just shelter, but
support. Forces. Resources."

"To
retake Spring Court?"

"To
protect all of Prythian," Tamlin manages. The words come easier this time,
truth burning through pride like sunrise through storm clouds. "I won't
let my lands become their foothold into our realm. Not again. Not ever."

Tarquin is
quiet for a long moment, those strange eyes unreadable. "The sea provides
advantages they won't expect," Tarquin says, gesturing to where the
coastline curves near Spring Court's borders.

"They'll
expect attacks from land," Lucien observes, studying the charts. "Not
from waves and tide."

Tamlin forces
himself to focus on strategy rather than the shame still burning beneath his
healing wounds. "The rivers," he says roughly. "The ones that
flow from Spring Court to the sea..."

"Exactly."
Tarquin's strange eyes gleam with approval. "Your territory is crossed
with waterways. Each one a path for my forces." He traces one river's
course with a finger that seems to shimmer with captured starlight. "They
think they've taken your land? Wait until they meet what lurks beneath
it."

One of his
commanders - a female with pale blue scales dusting her cheekbones - steps
forward. "We can have three legions of deep-swimmers in position within
days. More, once the pearl-singers call the tide-dancers from the depths."

"No."
The admission comes easier than expected. Perhaps the ash wounds have burned
away some of his pride along with his flesh. "Blackwood means to push
further. To prove humans can take territory from Fae."

It should
feel like surrender, Tamlin thinks, accepting this help. This power that isn't
his. But instead...

"Summer
Court's forces are yours," Tarquin says quietly. "All of them. Not
just because Spring Court's position threatens us all, but because it's time we
remember how to fight together. How to be more than separate courts facing
separate threats."

Magic shivers
through the air - not just Tarquin's ocean power, but something deeper.
Ancient. Like the sea itself witnessing their words.

"Summer
Court stands with Spring Court."

The
proclamation rings with power, sealing their alliance with something stronger
than mere politics. Something that tastes of salt and survival and tides that
cannot be denied.

But before
Tamlin can respond, magic crackles through the room.

Morrigan
materializes supporting a familiar figure, and Tamlin's heart stops.

"Evie."

Tamlin moves
before he can stop himself, ash wounds forgotten as he reaches for her. She
meets him halfway, and suddenly she's in his arms, her face pressed against his
chest, fingers clutching his shirt. He buries his face in her hair, breathing
in that honey-and-sunlight scent he'd feared he might never smell again. 

"I felt
it," she whispers against him. "When you were hurt. When you had to
leave the manor. I knew something was wrong."

His arms
tighten around her, that strange awareness between them humming back to full
strength now that she's close. He lets himself lean into her touch, just for a
moment. Let's himself take comfort in her presence, in her strength. Then she
sees the devastation in her eyes, and he knows whatever news she brings will
shatter this brief peace.

"They've
done something," she says, her voice shaking. "Something terrible.
Azriel found..." She looks to Mor, who steps forward with grim purpose.

"They've
weaponized Faebane," Mor explains. "But different. Permanent. It
doesn't just suppress magic anymore - it strips it away completely.
Forever."

The words hit
Tamlin like physical blows as understanding crashes through him. That last vial
he'd left in the manor's cellars. The one dose he'd kept, just in case...

"Impossible,"
one of Tarquin's commanders breathes, scales paling with fear.

"We have
proof." Mor's voice carries no doubt. "An Illyrian scout. His
wings... his power... everything that made him Fae, just gone. Like it never
existed."

Lucien curses
softly. "They're not just trying to kill us. They're trying to unmake
us."

"How?"
Tarquin demands, his power stirring the waters visible through crystal windows.
"How did they manage to alter Faebane this way?"

Tamlin's
claws dig into his palms, drawing blood. "Because I left them the means to
study it," he admits roughly. "One vial. In the cellars when we fled.
I meant to..." The words stick in his throat.

"You
kept some?" The hurt in Evelyn's voice cuts deeper than any ash weapon.

"Just
one dose. Hidden. In case..." He can't finish, shame burning hotter than
his wounds.

She doesn’t reply,
but the look in her eyes, pain mixed with understanding, says ‘In case you
needed that false peace again’.

Tarquin moves
to the maps, his expression grave. "If they've managed this with one
sample, we need to assume they're planning something bigger. Something worse
than individual weapons."

"But
what?" Lucien asks. "How would they deploy something like that on a
large scale?"

"It
doesn't matter," Tamlin growls. "We stop them before they get the
chance."

"We'll
need the other courts," Tarquin says. "All of them. This isn't just
about territory anymore - this threatens everything we are."

"Day
Court," Lucien suggests. "Helion's libraries might help us understand
what they've done, maybe find a way to counter it. I can go. He still..."
He trails off, something complicated crossing his features.

"Winter,"
Evelyn adds. "Kallias and Viviane understand defending borders against
human threats."

"I'll
take you," Mor offers. "I know paths through the mountains
that-"

"No."
Tamlin's voice comes harder than intended. "I'll go with her to Winter. I
need to..." He meets Evelyn's eyes. "I need to do this right this
time."

"What
about Autumn?" one of Tarquin's commanders asks.

The
temperature in the room seems to drop. Lucien goes very still, that mechanical
eye whirring faster.

"No."
Mor's voice carries centuries of steel. "Not Autumn. Not yet."

Tarquin
studies them all for a long moment, his strange eyes unreadable. "Then we
move quickly. Day, Winter, and Night Courts already standing with Spring and
Summer... it might be enough. It has to be."

Tamlin looks
at Evelyn, seeing his own fear reflected in her eyes. Fear not just of defeat,
but of something worse. Of having everything they are stripped away by human
hands.

By poison
he'd left for them to find.
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Evelyn
"The
Winter Court is... different," Mor says as we prepare to leave.
"Kallias and Viviane might seem cold at first, but they understand
something about protecting their people at any cost. About facing threats from
human lands."

We stand in
Adriata's pearl-paved courtyard, dawn painting the sea in shades of rose and
gold. Tamlin looks better than when I first arrived, though I can still sense
the ash wounds burning beneath his skin. Still feel echoes of his pain through
that strange awareness that connects us.

"We'll
have to winnow in stages," he says, frustration threading his voice.
"The wounds..."

"I
know." I reach for his hand, letting my fingers twine with his. "We
have time."

His grip
tightens slightly, and I catch Mor hiding a smile.

"The
first safe point is in the foothills," she tells us, her golden hair
catching the morning light. "There's an old shelter there - we used it
during the war. From there you can follow the river valley north until you
reach Winter's borders." She hands me a small package wrapped in silk.
"Warming charms. You'll need them once you cross into Kallias's
territory."

I tuck the
package away, trying not to think about just how cold "Winter Court
cold" might be. I've never seen snow, never felt temperatures lower than
autumn's mild chill. But right now, the mission matters more than comfort.

"Remember,"
Mor continues, "Viviane's support might matter more than Kallias's. She
holds more influence than most realize." A slight smile touches her lips.
"And she has a soft spot for love stories."

"This
isn't-" Tamlin begins, but I squeeze his hand.

"Thank
you," I say instead. "For everything."

Mor's smile
widens. "Just try not to freeze anything important off." She steps
back, shadows gathering around her. "And Tamlin? Try not to growl at
everyone. Winter Court appreciates... subtlety."

Then she's
gone, leaving us alone in the pearl-white courtyard.

"Ready?"
Tamlin asks softly.

I look up at
him - my proud, wounded High Lord trying so hard to be more than his pride.
"Together," I remind him.

Magic swirls
around us as he pulls me closer, one arm wrapping securely around my waist. I
press my face against his chest, breathing in his scent of pine and spring
rain.

The world
dissolves into light and wind.

When it
reforms, we stand in dense forest. The air feels different - thinner, colder.
Pine needles crunch beneath our feet, and the trees around us reach toward
peaks crowned with something white and glittering.

"Is
that..." I breathe, wonder overtaking diplomatic poise.

"Snow."
Tamlin's voice carries amusement at my awe. "Just wait until we reach the
ice palaces."

But I feel
him sway slightly, the winnowing taxing his healing wounds. Without comment, I
slide under his arm, letting him lean on me.

"The
shelter's this way," he says roughly, though he doesn't pull away from my
support. "We should rest before the next jump."

As we walk
through ancient pines, I catch him watching me - the way I keep staring at
snow-dusted branches, how my breath fogs in the increasingly chill air.
Something almost soft touches his expression.

"What?"
I ask, unable to hide my smile at his scrutiny.

"Nothing."
But his arm tightens around me slightly. "Just... remembering the first
time I saw snow. How it felt like magic itself made solid."

I lean into
him as we walk, sharing warmth and trust and something deeper neither of us has
quite named yet. Above us, those glittering peaks pierce clouds like crystal
spears.

The shelter
proves to be a small stone cabin tucked against a cliff face, nearly invisible
beneath snow-laden pines. Inside, it's single room holds a hearth, some basic
furniture, and memories of war that seem to cling to the walls like frost.

"I
stayed here once," Tamlin says quietly as he lights the fire with magic
that seems to cost him more effort than it should. "During the war with
Hybern. Before..." He trails off, but I hear the unspoken words. Before
everything fell apart.

"Sit,"
I tell him, seeing how the winnowing has strained his healing wounds. "Let
me check the bandages."

To my
surprise, he complies without argument. I help him remove his shirt, trying to
ignore how my fingers tingle at the contact. The ash wounds look better, but
angry red lines still trace across his skin like cruel tattoos.

"Does it
hurt?" I ask softly, carefully checking the healing flesh.

"Less
than leaving you in the Night Court did."

The words
catch us both off guard. He looks away, but I place my hand over his heart,
feeling it race beneath my palm.

"I'm
here now," I remind him. "We both are."

His larger
hand covers mine, and that strange awareness between us hums stronger. "I
should have told you about the Faebane," he says roughly. "Should
have destroyed all of it."

"Yes.
You should have." I let him hear my hurt. "Why didn't you?"

"Because
I was ashamed." The words come slowly, as though each one costs him.
"Because even after everything... after promising you... part of me still
wanted that escape. That false peace."

My hands
still on his shoulders. "And now?"

"Now?"
A bitter laugh escapes him. "Now my weakness might give them the weapon
they need to destroy everything we are."

"No."
I move around to face him, kneeling so our eyes meet. "Your weakness
didn't do this. Their cruelty did. Their fear of what they don't
understand."

His hand
comes up to cup my face, thumb tracing my cheekbone with aching gentleness.
"How do you do that?"

"Do
what?"

"See
past everything I am to everything I could be."

The words
catch in my chest. I turn my face into his palm, letting myself feel the warmth
of his skin, the calluses that speak of centuries I'll never know.

I study his
face for a few moments, watching the way the light catches his eyes. "Because
what I see is someone who always tries to make the right choice," I
whisper against his hand. “Someone who makes those choices out of kindness and
goodness, not cruelty. And… everyone makes mistakes. Cauldron knows, I have
too. That’s okay. I don’t care, because I love you anyway.” The words I've held
back for so long finally spilling free. "All of you. What you are, what
you were, what you're trying to become."

His breath
catches. For a moment I fear I've said too much, pushed too far. The silence
that follows feels endless. Then he moves so quickly I barely register it,
pulling me around to face him, his eyes burning fierce and wild.

"Evie… Say
it again." His voice comes out hoarse, desperate.

My heart
thunders against my ribs as I meet that intense gaze. "I love you,
Tamlin."

A sound
escapes him - something between a growl and a sob - and suddenly I'm in his
lap, his hands framing my face as though I'm something precious and breakable
and vital as air.

"Evie,"
he breathes, and I see him struggling with the words, fighting centuries of
walls and fear. "I've been such a fool. Trying to stop this, to control
it. Taking poison to quiet something I should have been embracing. I..."
His voice breaks. "I love you. So much it terrifies me."

When he
kisses me, it's nothing like our previous kisses. This feels like breaking and
healing all at once, like spring storms and wild magic and truth too powerful
for words.

I pull back a
fraction, gasping for breath. My heart is pounding so hard it hurts, but I'm
not sure if it's from the kiss or his confession. He loves me. This powerful,
beautiful male loves me, and oh Mother above, what do I do now?

I look up at
him, my fingers curling into the golden hair at the nape of his neck. "I've
been afraid too," I whisper, resting my forehead against his. "Afraid
that... that this was all just a dream. That I'd wake up and..." My throat
tightens. "And be back there. With him. I couldn't survive it," I
breathe, closing my eyes against the hot sting of tears. "Not again. Not
after..." I swallow hard. "Not after knowing what it's like to be
loved by you. I'm yours," I tell him, holding his gaze with my own. "Whatever
tries to tear us apart..." I take his face in my hands, feeling the rasp
of stubble beneath my palms. "I'll always find my way back to you. I swear
it. Even…" The words
ache in my chest as I think about what that means - how many days we might
have, how time will change me while leaving him eternal. "When I grow
old," I whisper against his skin. "While you stay like this
forever."

Something
shifts in Tamlin's expression at my words - a flash of ancient, bone-deep pain
quickly shuttered behind a mask of control.

"Don't,"
he says roughly, his hands tightening on her waist. "Don't say that. Don't
even think it."

He takes a
shuddering breath, visibly struggling for calm. When he meets my gaze again,
his eyes burn with a fierce, protective light.

"I will
find a way," he vows, his voice low and intent. "To keep you with me.
Always." His thumb traces the delicate line of her cheekbone, the gesture
at odds with the raw emotion in his words. "I’ll speak with Helion. Research
it. Look into the magic that made Feyre and the others immortal. If there's a
way…"

He swallows
hard, and she sees the fear in his eyes - the terrified hope. "I will find
it, Evelyn. I will find a way for us to have forever. I swear it. If I have to
comb through every scrap of magic in Prythian, beg at the feet of the Cauldron
itself… I won't lose you. Not to time. Not to anything."

He seals the
vow with a kiss that sends fire singing through my blood. I sink into him, into
the solid strength of his body, the wildness of his magic. It calls to
something deep within me, something that has nothing to do with the fragile
mortality of my human flesh.

In this
moment, with his taste on my tongue and his heart beating against mine, I can
almost believe it. That we'll defy the ancient laws, the will of the Cauldron
itself. That the Fates won't dare cut my thread, not when it's so hopelessly
tangled with his.

Tamlin makes
a low sound against my lips, almost a growl. His hands flex on my hips, the
sharp prick of claws a reminder of the predator he is. And then he's standing,
lifting me as though I weigh nothing. My legs wrap instinctively around his
waist as he carries me towards the bed. He lays me down with a gentleness that
belies his earlier ferocity. But I can see the wildness still lurking in his
gaze, the way his breath comes fast and ragged.

My body
arches up into Tamlin's touch, craving more of his warmth, his strength. But
when his claws pierce my skin - just enough to sting - a shudder runs through
me, old fears resurfacing.

He feels it
immediately. His hands gentle, claws retracting as he pulls back to study my
face. "Evie?"

I take a
shaking breath, trying to steady myself. "I'm sorry, I just…" My eyes
sting with unshed tears. 

I don't
finish the thought. I don't need to. Understanding - and fury - darkens
Tamlin's gaze. But he banks the rage, tucking it away behind infinite
tenderness as he frames my face in his hands.

He kisses me
again, soft and sweet. Reverent. Like I'm something holy.

And slowly,
with each brush of his lips, each whispered promise…I start to believe it. That
I am worthy of this. Of him. Of a love that doesn't leave scars.

His hands
skim over my body, tracing every curve and hollow through the thin fabric of my
dress. Heat blooms under my skin, chasing away the chill of old memories.

When his
fingers find the laces at my back, he pauses. Meets my gaze in silent question.

In answer, I
reach back and tug. The laces give way and the dress pools around my waist,
baring me to his heated gaze.

For a moment
he simply looks at me, eyes tracing over every newly revealed inch of skin.
Then slowly, reverently, he lowers his head to press a kiss above my thundering
heart.

Tamlin hovers
over me, his powerful form caging me against the bed. His eyes flicker gold, a
reminder of the beast that lives beneath his skin. For a moment, he seems to
hesitate, as if giving me one last chance to change my mind.

But then I
reach for him, and any last shred of hesitation vanishes. His mouth claims mine
in a searing kiss, and I feel the last of his control slip away. His hands roam
my body with an urgency that matches my own, leaving trails of fire in their
wake.

In this
moment, nothing else exists. Not the looming threat of war, not the centuries
that separate us, not the uncertain future that awaits. There is only this -
the press of his body against mine, the taste of his skin, the whispered
promises and breathless moans that fill the air.

"Tamlin,"
I breathe, his name a prayer on my lips. My fingers tangle in his hair, pulling
him closer. I want to memorize every inch of him, to map the planes of his body
with my hands and mouth.

A part of me
still can't believe this is real. That this powerful, beautiful male could want
me. Love me. But the way he looks at me... like I'm the most precious thing in
all of Prythian... it chases away the last of my doubts.

"I love
you," I whisper against his skin, tasting the salt of his sweat, breathing
in his wild, earthy scent. "I love you, I love you, I love you."

Tamlin's
response is immediate and all-consuming. His hands roam my body with a
reverence that makes me tremble, his touch both gentle and demanding. I feel
the scrape of his claws, carefully controlled, sending shivers down my spine.

"Evie,"
he growls, the sound rumbling through his chest and into mine. "My
Evie."

The
possessiveness in his voice makes me gasp. I've never felt so wanted, so
cherished. My hands explore the hard planes of his chest, tracing the scars
that tell the story of his long life. 

I arch into
him as his mouth finds my neck, his teeth grazing the sensitive skin there.
"Yours," I breathe, the word half-moan, half-promise. "Always
yours."

My legs wrap
around his waist, pulling him closer. I can feel the heat of him, the evidence
of his desire pressing against me. It should frighten me, this raw, primal
need. But instead, it makes me feel powerful. Wanted. Loved.

"Please,"
I whisper, my voice thick with need. "Tamlin, please... I need you."

Tamlin's eyes
flash molten gold at my words, a low growl rumbling through his chest. The
sound sends a shiver of anticipation down my spine. His hands, calloused from
centuries of battle, trace reverent patterns across my skin.

A sound
escapes him - something between a growl and a groan - and then his mouth is on
mine, hot and demanding. I arch into him, gasping as his hands roam my body
with increasing urgency. Every touch ignites a fire within me, chasing away the
last remnants of cold, of fear.

When he
finally enters me, it's with a gentleness. I gasp at the stretch, the fullness,
my nails digging into his shoulders. Tamlin stills, letting me adjust, his
forehead pressed to mine.

"I love
you," I breathe, rolling my hips experimentally. The friction sends sparks
of pleasure coursing through me. "Move, Tamlin. Please."

He does,
setting a rhythm that has me crying out in ecstasy. I match him thrust for
thrust, my world narrowing to the feel of him inside me, around me, consuming
me. When I finally fall over the edge, it's with his name on my lips and his
heartbeat thundering against mine.

In the
aftermath of our lovemaking, I lie nestled in Tamlin's arms, my head resting on
his chest. I can hear the steady thrum of his heart beneath my ear, feel the
rise and fall of his breath. His fingers trace idle patterns on my skin,
leaving trails of tingling warmth in their wake.

I've never
felt so safe, so cherished. So... complete.

"I wish
we could stay like this forever," I murmur, pressing a soft kiss to his
chest. "Just you and me, hidden away from the world."

But even as I
say it, I know it's impossible. There's a war brewing, threats looming on all
sides. And yet... I feel hope.

I prop myself
up on an elbow, looking down at Tamlin's face. In the soft glow of the
firelight, he looks younger somehow. The lines of worry and guilt that usually
crease his brow are smoothed away, replaced by a contentment that makes my
heart swell.

Then I see
his eyes widen as he pulls away, his hands releasing me. “Evie, I-Gods, I don’t
even… How could I not have…”

I push myself
up, as though I’m drawn to follow him as he pulls away from me. “How could you
not have what?” I say, tilting my head to one side.

Tamlin
swallows hard again, his green eyes fixed on mine. "That feeling when...
when I'm holding you, the way we fit together so perfectly.... that feeling...
it's real. Mother above, it's real-"

I try to process
his words, unsure if I fully understand what he’s meaning. It’s as though he
can’t get his thoughts out into words.

"It's
real..? Do you mean what I feel for you? I know it's real enough to feel
here," I say softly, my hand covering my heart. "...all the time.
Even when we're not together I feel this... this... need to hear you,
touch you, see you."

My eyes study
his features carefully, trying to determine if I'm understanding correctly.

Tamlin nods.

"I felt
it too." he murmurs. "Before. Even before we... It was faint, just a
little tug at first. But it grew stronger, and stronger, until it was all I
could think about. Until I needed you so badly that it...hurt."

Tamlin leans
forward again, kissing my neck. "Evie. My mate.”
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Tamlin
The bond
snaps into focus like a missing piece falling into place, and suddenly
everything makes terrible, wonderful sense.

Tamlin stares
at Evelyn's confused expression, his mind racing through all the signs he
should have recognized sooner. That strange awareness between them. The way he
could sense her emotions, her presence. How the Faebane had dulled not just his
magic but that connection, driving him half-mad with the loss of it.

Mate.

The word
echoes through him like thunder, like spring storms breaking winter's grip. Impossible.
A human mate? She's mortal, breakable, everything a Fae mate shouldn't be...

And yet.

His hands
shake as he tries to form words around this earth-shattering truth. "That
feeling when I'm holding you," he manages, trying to put the inexplicable
into words. "The way we fit together so perfectly... that feeling... it's
real. Mother above, it's real-"

She touches
her heart, describing that constant pull between them, and the bond practically
sings in response. He's been such a fool. Fighting this, denying it, trying to
cage it with poison and pride.

"I felt
it too," he tells her. "Before. Even before we... It was faint, just
a little tug at first. But it grew stronger, and stronger, until it was all I
could think about. Until I needed you so badly that it...hurt.

He leans
forward, pressing his lips to her neck. "Evie. My mate."

She stills in
his arms, and he feels her confusion pulse through their newfound connection.
"Mate? What do you mean? Like… Rhysand and…"

"It's
a... it's a-" Gods, how does he explain this... "It's a connection
between two Fae. A connection that only appears when the two of them are...
destined for each other." He releases a breath. "You're my mate,
Evelyn. Your heart, your soul, they belong to me, just as mine belong to
you."

"But...
I'm not Fae." Her words are a whisper.

Tamlin
swallows hard. "You're human. This... this shouldn't be possible."

He shakes his
head, his fingers tightening around her hands.

"But it
is. Gods, it's happening, you feel it too, don't you?"

"When I
couldn't find you, I - I felt where you were. It felt like this instinct
telling me where to look for you."

Tamlin stares
into her eyes as her words sink in, his gaze softening.

"That's
the mate bond, too. That... that feeling of knowing." Tamlin
swallows, the pieces coming together. "Everything you felt with me... You
felt the bond, even though you didn't know what it was. Gods, even your
music... it's like your very soul responds to me." He releases a slow
breath. "And I don't just mean in bed."

"I
felt... the bond." She looks at him with eyes wide. "But - I - I...
are you saying what I feel for you isn't love?"

Tamlin
swallows again, his voice hoarse.

"No.
Gods, no, it's more than love. It's so much more. You... you belong to
me, in a way that you'll never belong to anyone else. Because it was destined.
The Cauldron chose you for me, just as it chose me for you."

Tamlin shakes
his head, trying to find the words.

"It
can't be a mistake. Something this powerful, this deep... it
can't be a mistake."

"Tamlin..."
She says, her voice now losing the uncertainty but giving way to a note of
concern. "How do you... feel... about it?"

"I..."
He swallows. "I... wish we had chosen that bond ourselves. If I had ever
been given the choice, I would have chosen you a million times
over. And even if you weren't my mate… I still would've chosen
you." he whispers. "It's so much more than the bond between us. It's
the way you laugh. The way you smile. The way you look at me. It's the
way you fight for the things you love, the way you fight for me."

Tamlin
swallows.

"I love
you, Evelyn. Gods forgive me, I love you with every inch of my soul. I would
love you for a hundred lifetimes, no matter what fate we were handed. My Evie.”

“Do you… do
you hate it?” 

The question
catches him off guard. "Hate it?" Tamlin repeats, pulling back to
look at her.

He shakes his
head, running a hand through her hair.

"How
could you ask me that, after everything?" he says hoarsely. "I felt
every bit of your doubt, of your pain, and I hated myself for the
way I made you question everything. I hate the fact that you ever thought anything
I said or did, for a second, would make you think I didn't love you."

Tamlin
reaches up to touch her cheek, wiping away a tear.

"You'll
never have to fear what you feel again, songbird. Because the only thing it
will tell us is the truth between us. That's all either of us needs to
know."

Tamlin feels
her relief through their bond, his chest clenching with it.

“I’m yours,
you’re mine,” She smiles against his skin. 

"Always."
he answers, pulling her into his arms again, kissing along her neck. "You
will always be mine, and I will always... always be yours."

For a long
moment, they lie there, exploring this new awareness between them. Every
emotion echoes across their bond, their hearts beating in perfect
synchronization. He traces patterns against her skin, marveling at how he can
feel her contentment pulse in response.

A faint
shiver of darkness ripples through him. He feels her catch it, feels her
understanding bloom. Those damned shadows of his past, always lurking at the
edge of these quiet moments, waiting to claim him again.

"What
happened to you there?" Her voice comes soft, gentle, and he feels his
body lock up entirely. The Mountain's shadows creep at the edges of his mind,
threatening to overwhelm.

He can't
speak. Can't force the words past the phantom weight of that mask. His breath
comes shorter, faster, as memories he's kept caged for so long claw their way
to the surface. The sound of chains. The crack of bone. The helplessness...

"Tam."
Her hand on his face anchors him to the present, but he turns away, unable to
bear her seeing him like this. But… at the same time, he feels her.
Concern, love, patience.

"I
can't-" The words scrape his throat raw. "I've never..." He's
never spoken of it. Not to anyone. The memories threaten to drag him under -
standing motionless while humans and Fae alike were tortured to death screaming,
watching Feyre's eyes go dark as her neck snapped, feeling power burn uselessly
beneath his skin while that damned mask...

He realizes
he's shaking only when Evelyn presses closer, wrapping herself around him like
a shield. She doesn't press for more, doesn't demand the horrors he can barely
think about, let alone voice. Just holds him, letting him feel her heartbeat,
her warmth, her life.

"I
couldn't…" he finally manages, the words torn from somewhere deep and
broken. "Couldn't... couldn't save..." But that's all he can force
out before the memories threaten to overwhelm him entirely. His claws dig into
his palms, drawing blood.

She kisses
each bleeding crescent mark, each silent acceptance of his pain making
something crack in his chest. Without words, he feels her understanding - not
just of what he's said, but of all he cannot say.

For the first
time, he lets himself feel the full weight of it - not just the memories
themselves, but how they've shaped him, haunted him, driven him to destroy
everything good in desperate attempts to never feel that helpless again. Yet…
with this bond humming between them, with her acceptance flowing through it
like spring water... perhaps the memories don't have to be faced alone. Perhaps
they don't have to be caged and denied, but simply carried - evidence of what
he's survived. 

Like the
scars of that repaired fiddle. Like the scars Evelyn carries herself.

The need to
reclaim the present, to drown out the past, surges through him. He needs to
move again, to have her completely. He kisses her fiercely, the sound of their mingling
breaths becoming ragged. “Evie,” he murmurs hoarsely against her lips. “Evie,
Gods, please…”

The way she
looks at him is nearly his undoing. 

"Yes,"
she breathes, and it's all the permission he needs.

Skin to skin,
his scent mingles with hers until he can't tell where he ends and she begins.

Home.

The word
echoes through him like a heartbeat. Like the answer to a question he didn't
even know to ask. This human girl, with her stubborn bravery and gentle hands,
with music in her soul and springtime in her smile…

She is my
home. My mate. And I will raze cities, break crowns, shatter worlds to keep her
safe. To keep her mine.

He pours
every ounce of that claiming, that wild and ancient magic, into the way he moves
inside her. Into each thrust and gasp and worshipful caress. The bed creaks
beneath them, the sound drowned out by her breathless cries, his own guttural
growls.

In this
moment, there is no Spring Court. No human lands. No centuries of history and
hurt. There is only her. Only them.

She comes
apart beneath him, his name a prayer on her lips, and it's enough to send him
tumbling after her. Release crashes through him like a breaking dam, and he buries
his face in the crook of her neck, breathing her in as he empties himself
inside her. Marking her. Claiming her.

The bond
pulses between them, bright and brilliant, entwining them on a level deeper
than flesh. He can feel her, not just where they’re joined but in his mind, his
heart, his very soul. It's intimate and overwhelming and so very right.

This, he
realizes distantly, is what the poets write about. What the bards sing of. Not
just passion but a melding, a unity, two broken halves made whole. Fae and
human, predator and prey. Tamlin and Evelyn – they are all of it and none of
it, the lines blurring until there is only them, only this.

***

Dawn paints the snow in shades of rose
and gold as they prepare for the final leg of their journey. The bond hums
between them, stronger now that they’ve acknowledged it, making every glance
and touch feel charged with new meaning, sparking like flint against steel.

Evelyn shivers despite the warming
charms Mor provided, and he has to fight the urge to wrap her in his own cloak,
to shield her from even this mild discomfort. The mating bond makes these
instincts sharper, more demanding. Protect. Keep. Cherish. The cold is sharp
here, almost alive as it bites through layers of protection, finding its way to
exposed skin and turning breaths into clouds of mist.

“The Winter Court palace lies just
beyond those peaks,” he tells her, gesturing to where crystal spires pierce the
clouds ahead. Each one is coated in ice that glistens in the morning sun,
casting fragmented rainbows across the snowy plains. “Kallias keeps it warded
against winnowing except at designated points. We’ll have to walk the final
stretch.”

She nods, determination settling over
her features despite the cold. Through their bond, he feels her drawing her
diplomatic training around herself like armour.

“Tell me about Kallias,” she says as
they begin their trek over the snow, each step crunching into the frozen ground
beneath them. “What should I expect?” 

“He’s… complicated.” He chooses his
words carefully, his gaze sweeping over the vast, wintry landscape. Snow
blankets everything in sight, stretching endlessly toward the horizon in
silvery waves. “Colder than Tarquin, but fair. He and his mate, Viviane, know
something about protecting borders against threats.” He glances at her, his
voice softening. “And about love that defies expectations.”

The last part slips out before he can
stop it. She catches his meaning immediately, warmth flooding their bond
despite the bitter wind that whips around them.

“Like us?” she asks softly.

“Like us.”

The Winter Court palace rises before
them like a mountain made of ice and starlight. It looms like a frozen peak,
each crystalline wall capturing and refracting the morning light until it seems
to glow from within, casting ethereal hues of blue and violet across the snow.
Every surface gleams, sharp and flawless, and as they draw closer, intricate
patterns emerge in the ice—ancient runes and swirling frost etched into the
palace walls, glistening with latent power. 

Guards in white leather armour
materialize from the glittering landscape, their weapons trained on them with
lethal precision.

“High Lord of Spring,” one announces,
her voice carrying the crack of breaking ice. “And…” Her eyes narrow at Evelyn.
“A human female.”

He feels Evelyn’s spine straighten
through their bond, senses her gathering that quiet strength that first drew
him to her. “I am Evelyn of the Spring Court,” she says clearly. “We seek
audience with High Lord Kallias and Lady Viviane.”

The guard’s eyebrows rise slightly at
her tone, at the way she claims Spring Court as her own without hesitation, at
the way she speaks before her High Lord does.

“Follow,” the guard says curtly,
turning to lead them inside.

As they’re led through halls of
crystalline ice, he feels Evelyn’s wonder pulse through their bond. Everything
here shimmers with ancient power—floors that look like frozen rivers, walls
that capture centuries of winter storms in their depths. So different from
Spring Court’s wild beauty, yet magnificent in its own right.

And somewhere in these glittering
halls wait a High Lord and Lady who might hold the key to saving everything
they love.

Or doom them all with a single word of
refusal.

***

The throne
room feels like winter itself given form. Twin thrones of ice rise before us,
occupied by figures who seem carved from the same crystal as their seats.
Kallias, with his white hair and pale power that makes the air itself want to
freeze. His white hair flows like snow over his shoulders, stark against the
deep blue of his attire, which glimmers faintly with threads of silver woven
through the fabric, like veins of frost. His eyes are a piercing shade of ice
blue, almost translucent, holding the cutting sharpness of a blade. Pale skin
as flawless as polished marble only enhances the aura of cold power around him,
and the air itself seems to freeze in his presence, a soft mist forming with
every breath he takes.

And beside
him, Viviane - her beauty as sharp as frost. Her white-blonde hair spills over
her shoulders like a frozen waterfall. Her skin has a pale radiance, but
there’s a subtle warmth to her, a vitality that sets her apart from her
consort. She wears a gown that seems crafted from snowflakes and frost-kissed
lace, intricate patterns shimmering with every slight movement. Her eyes, an
unusual shade of silvery grey, are keen and sharp, with a warmth that lurks
just beneath the frost

Through their
bond, he feels Evelyn’s diplomatic mask slide into place. But beneath it...
there’s a determination that makes his heart swell with pride. 

“High Lord of
Spring,” Kallias says, his voice carrying the whisper of snow on glass. “You’re
far from your borders.”

“My borders
are currently occupied by human forces,” he responds evenly. Every instinct
screams to bare teeth, to assert dominance, but he forces those urges down.
This isn’t about pride anymore.

“So we’ve
heard.” Viviane leans forward slightly, her attention fixed on Evelyn. “And who
is this who stands so boldly beside you?”

He feels
Evelyn’s pulse quicken through their bond, but her voice comes steady and
clear. This strange connection flows between them like living vines, like roots
seeking water beneath frozen earth. He can feel it growing stronger with each
passing moment, spreading tendrils through his consciousness until he can
hardly remember what it felt like to be separate from her. When she speaks, he
feels the words form like new leaves unfurling.

“I am Evelyn,
formerly of House Nolan. Now of the Spring Court.”

Something
flickers in Viviane’s expression—interest, perhaps, or recognition. “A human
noble who chose Fae lands over her own? How... unprecedented.”

The word
carries weight, meaning. Through their bond, he feels Evelyn’s
understanding—they’re not just talking about her choice of courts.

“The human
forces gather more than just armies,” she says, meeting Viviane’s gaze
directly. “They’ve created a weapon. Something that can strip away Fae power
permanently.”

The
temperature in the room drops several degrees as Kallias’s power stirs like a
sleeping blizzard. “Explain.”

As Evelyn
describes the transformed Illyrian, he watches Kallias and Viviane exchange
looks that speak volumes. They understand better than most what it means to
have power stripped away, to be made less than what they are.

“If they can
do this to one,” Kallias says finally, “they can do it to many. To all.”

“Yes.” He
steps forward, letting them see his own fear, his own need. “This isn’t just
about Spring Court anymore. This threatens everything we are.”

“And you come
to us because...” Viviane’s voice carries a knowing amusement.

“Because
Winter Court understands borders,” Evelyn cuts in smoothly. “Understands the
balance between human and Fae lands. And because...” She glances at him, and he
feels her love pulse through their bond. “Because sometimes the most powerful
alliances come from unexpected places.”

Viviane’s
eyes narrow slightly, and he knows she’s caught the deeper meaning in those
words—the way Evelyn stands just slightly too close to him, the way their
bodies unconsciously orient toward each other.

“Well,” she
says softly. “This is interesting.” Her eyes flicker between them. "A
human noble who abandons her house for Spring Court, and a High Lord who lets
her speak as his equal." Her smile carries edges sharp as icicles.
"How times have changed."

Tamlin feels
Evelyn's diplomatic mask waver slightly. Beneath it, uncertainty blooms like
frost - she doesn't fully understand the weight behind Viviane's words, the
history they carry. But then it pulses like spring sap rising through
winter-dormant trees. He feels her drawing strength from it, from him, even as
she stands completely her own.

But before he
can intervene, Evelyn straightens her spine. "Times must change," she
says, her voice carrying that quiet steel he's come to love. "Or we all
fall together."

Viviane’s words
hit something raw and unresolved within him. She’s right. Once, he may have
spoken for her, tried to shield her from these dangerous waters. But now... now
he feels pride. Perhaps that's the difference - not just trusting her
capability, but truly seeing her as an equal. As his match in every way that
matters.

"Pretty
words," Kallias says, ice crackling in his tone. "But what exactly
does Spring Court offer in return for our aid? Your borders are compromised,
your power..." His pale eyes fix on Tamlin. "Diminished."

Once, that
accusation would have sent Tamlin into a rage. Would have had him snarling
threats and baring claws. Instead, he feels Evelyn's steadying presence through
their bond, like roots anchoring him against stone.

"We
offer truth," Evelyn says before he can respond. "About the weapon
they're developing. About their true intentions for all of Prythian." She
takes a careful step forward. "And about what happened to Lady Viviane's
cousin in the human lands three months ago."

Viviane's
casual pose turns rigid, while Kallias's power stirs again like a brewing
blizzard.

"How do
you know about that?" Viviane's voice could freeze flame.

The
implications hang in the air like ice crystals. Tamlin feels Evelyn's careful
control, the way she measures each word. This is a game she knows well - one
she learned at her father's knee, though she uses those lessons differently
now.

"Perhaps,"
Kallias says finally, "we should continue this discussion somewhere
more... private."

Viviane rises
from her throne in a whisper of silk and frost. "Indeed. There are matters
that shouldn't echo off these walls." Her gaze finds Evelyn's. "Or
off any walls."

As they
follow the Winter Court rulers deeper into the palace, Tamlin senses Evelyn's
quick mind working. Like new leaves reaching for light, she's already planning
her next moves in this dangerous game.

His mate. His
equal. His perfect match in every way that matters.

The thought
spreads through him like spring thaw, unstoppable and vital as nature itself.

The private
chamber feels more like a war room than a sitting room. Maps cover one wall -
detailed renderings of the borders between Prythian and human lands. Tamlin
recognizes tactical markings, troop movements, intelligence gathered over
months.

"Your
cousin," Evelyn says as Viviane closes the door, "was tracking
something specific in the human territories."

"And
what would a daughter of House Nolan know about that?" Kallias's tone
carries deadly warning.

"She
knows," Tamlin cuts in, unable to keep the bite from his voice,
"because her father has been collecting intelligence on Fae movements for
decades. Including..." He glances at Evelyn, who nods slightly.
"Including what happened in the Nolan forests last year."

Viviane goes
very still. "Continue."

"Your
cousin wasn't just killed," Evelyn says quietly. "She was taken to study.
They were trying to understand how Fae magic works. How to... unmake it."

"The
weapon." Kallias's power turns the air bitter cold. "They used her to
develop it?"

“Partly. Her,
among others. Though it wasn’t immediate - they only managed to actually
achieve their goals in the last week,” Evelyn continues. Last week. After he’d
been foolish enough to leave the Faebane for them to find and handed them the
final missing piece to their puzzle.

Tamlin feels
rage building in his chest thinking about it all – his own stupidity, the hollow
eyes of that transformed Illyrian... "They're not just trying to push back
our borders anymore. They want to fundamentally change what we are."

"And you
expect us to believe," Kallias says softly, dangerously, "that House
Nolan's own daughter had no part in this?"

The
accusation hits something primal in Tamlin. He surges forward, claws emerging.
"You dare question her loyalty-"

"Tamlin."
Evelyn's voice cuts through his rage. Her hand finds his arm, gentle but firm.
"He's right to ask."

The simple
touch, her steady presence, helps him bank the fury. But his claws don't fully
retract as he growls, "They hurt her too. Used her like they used your
cousin. Like they're trying to use all of us."

"I can show
them," Evelyn says softly.

For a moment
he doesn't understand. Then... "No. Evie, you don't have to-"

But she's
already unlacing the collar of her dress, revealing the scars that mark her
throat. "This is what my betrothed did to me," she says, meeting
Viviane's gaze. "To ensure I knew my place. My father approved his
methods."

The
temperature in the room drops several more degrees. Viviane approaches slowly,
her expression unreadable as she examines the marks.

"These
are old," she says finally. "But not as old as my cousin's
death."

"No."
Evelyn reties her collar. "But they're connected. Janus Blackwood - my
former betrothed - he's the one funding the experiments. My father provided the
location, the resources. I didn't know the full extent until..."

"Until
you fled to Spring Court," Kallias finishes. His pale eyes fix on Tamlin.
"And you took her in. Protected her. Despite everything that happened
with..." He stops, but the name hangs unspoken between them.

"I'm not
who I was," Tamlin says roughly. "None of us are who we were before
the wall fell. Before this started. Before..." He looks at Evelyn, feeling
everything they've built together. Rebuilt. "Before we learned to trust
something bigger than our own foolish pride."

Silence fills
the chamber. Then Viviane laughs - a sound like ice cracking in spring thaw.

"Well,"
she says, genuine warmth threading her voice. "That's certainly not the
Tamlin I remember."

Kallias moves
to the maps, tracing borders with a finger that leaves frost in its wake.
"If what you say is true, we'll need more than just Winter Court's
support. Dawn, Day, Summer..."

"Summer
Court already stands with Spring," Tamlin says. "Tarquin understands
the threat."

"And
Night Court?" Viviane asks carefully.

The question
makes Tamlin's claws want to emerge again, but Evelyn speaks before he can
respond. "Night Court has offered sanctuary and support. Their forces are
ready."

"Rhysand
supports this?" Kallias's eyebrows rise. "Now that is
interesting."

"This is
bigger than old grievances," Tamlin manages, though the words taste like
ash.

Viviane's
knowing smile suggests she understands exactly what that admission costs him.
"Indeed. Though I wonder..." Her gaze shifts to Evelyn. "What
else have you discovered in your father's records? About other experiments?
Other victims?"

Evelyn
straightens, and Tamlin feels her weighing how much to reveal. "There are
more facilities," she says carefully. "Not just in Nolan territory.
The weapon they used on the Illyrian scout... it's just the beginning."

"They
most certainly mean to use it more widely," Kallias surmises. “With such a
weapon, if it were more widely distributed…”

Horror dawns
on Viviane's face. "They could affect all of Prythian."

"Which
is why we need to act now," Evelyn presses. "Before they perfect the
weapon. Before they find a way to..." She swallows hard. "To unmake
us all."

"Us?"
Kallias's tone carries dangerous curiosity. "You speak as though you're
one of us, human girl."

Tamlin growls
low in his throat, but Evelyn meets the High Lord's gaze steadily. "I am
of the Spring Court," she says simply. "Whatever threatens my home
threatens me."

Something
passes between Kallias and Viviane - one of those silent conversations that
only centuries-mated pairs can manage. Then Viviane smiles - a genuine
expression that transforms her entire face.

"Winter
Court stands with Spring," she announces. Kallias nods in confirmation,
though his expression remains grave.

"But,"
he adds, "we have conditions."

"Conditions?"
Tamlin forces his voice to remain steady despite the instinct to bristle at
demands. 

"First,"
Kallias says, moving to stand beside his mate, "we need everything. Every
scrap of intelligence House Nolan gathered about these experiments. Every
location, every name." 

Through their
bond, Tamlin feels Evelyn's understanding click into place. "You already
knew," she says carefully. "About what they were developing. That's
what your cousin was tracking when she vanished." 

The
temperature in the room drops several degrees. "She found something,"
Viviane says, her voice tight with controlled fury. "Something that should
not exist. And they killed her for it." 

"The
records my father kept," Evelyn says. "They included some unusual
activities along the borders. Movements that didn't make sense at the time, but
now..."

"Now?"
Viviane's voice could freeze flame.

"Now we
know they were looking for something. Testing something." Evelyn glances
at Tamlin. "Long before they got their hands on the Faebane."

The High Lord
of Winter and his lady exchange another look.

"Second
condition." Viviane's expression turns sharp as winter wind. "When we
move against them, Winter Court leads the assault on the northern facilities.
Those territories..." Something dangerous flashes in her eyes. "We
have scores to settle there."

"Third,"
Kallias continues, "and most importantly - Spring Court's borders will be
redrawn once this is done. The buffer between human and Fae lands needs to be
stronger. More definitive."

"You
want my territory?" Tamlin's claws emerge despite his efforts at control,
rage bubbling beneath his skin. Through their bond, Evelyn sends a wave of
calm, but he's already stalking forward. "I come to you for alliance and
you demand pieces of my court?" 

"We want
security," Viviane cuts in sharply. "For all of Prythian. The old
borders failed us once. Or would you prefer to wait until they push past Spring
Court entirely?" 

Tamlin
snarls, but Evelyn's hand finds his arm. Her touch grounds him, helps him
swallow back the instinctive fury. Still...

"Those
lands have belonged to Spring Court since before the first wall rose," he
growls. "The magic there is tied to Spring's power."

"Which
is exactly why we need to protect them properly," Kallias says coldly.
"Or have you forgotten what happens when human forces breach those
borders? When they find ways to corrupt our magic?"

Something in
his tone makes Tamlin's anger fade to unease. Through their bond, he feels
Evelyn's diplomatic mind working, sensing there's more beneath these demands.

"What
aren't you telling us?" she asks quietly.

The Winter
Court rulers exchange another glance. Then Kallias waves a hand, and a section
of wall turns to pure ice, revealing what looks like a prison cell beyond.
Inside...

"Mother
above," Evelyn breathes.

Behind the
ice lies one of Winter Court's great bears - massive beasts of magic and frost
that guard these frozen territories. But something is horrifically wrong. Where
its fur should shimmer with winter's power, there's only dull grey. Its massive
form seems somehow diminished, mundane. But it's the creature's eyes that make
Tamlin's blood run cold. They're completely ordinary. Animal. Empty of any
trace of the ancient magic that should live there. 

"They've
been perfecting it," Viviane says softly. "This isn't just about
suppressing our power anymore. They want to unmake what we are. Strip away
every trace of magic from our realm."

"What
did they do to it?" Tamlin demands, fighting back nausea at the sight. The
bear paces its enclosure like any mundane animal, no recognition in its gaze.
No spark of the fearsome intelligence these creatures usually possess.

"That's
what we need to find out," Kallias replies grimly. "Before they
figure out how to spread it beyond individual victims. Before they find a way
to corrupt the very magic that sustains our realm." 

Through their
bond, Tamlin feels Evelyn's horror mirror his own. If they could do this to one
Fae... if they found a way to weaponize it on a larger scale... 

"We need
to move quickly," she says, her voice steady despite her fear.
"Before they perfect it.”

Kallias nods
slowly. "Winter Court stands with Spring. But understand this - we're not
just fighting for territory anymore. We're fighting for our very nature. For
everything that makes us what we are."











  
    
    Unknown
    
  




  

37





Evelyn
The image of
that winter bear's empty eyes haunts me as we leave Kallias's palace. Once a
creature of pure magic and frost, now just... ordinary. The horror of it twists
in my stomach, made worse by the implications. If they could strip magic from
one of Winter Court's most ancient beings, what else could they unmake?

Through our
newly acknowledged bond, I feel Tamlin's matching unease. His thoughts brush
against mine, a warmth that helps chase away the bitter cold of Winter's
territory. Still, neither of us speaks until we're well beyond the palace
walls.

"Day
Court next?" I ask, though I already know the answer. The bond pulses with
his certainty, his drive to keep moving. To fix this before it spreads further.

"Helion's
libraries might hold answers about what they're doing. How to stop it." He
pulls me closer as we prepare to winnow. "And Lucien should have arrived
there by now."

The world
dissolves into light and wind. When it reforms, we stand in a landscape of
golden sand and endless sky. The Day Court palace rises out from the vast desert
before us like captured sunlight, its spires piercing clouds that shimmer with
strange magic.

But something
feels... off.

Guards meet
us at the gates, their usual golden armour looking somehow dulled. Their
movements carry an edge of tension I wouldn't have noticed before spending so
much time in Fae courts.

"High
Lord of Spring," one announces, barely hiding her surprise. "We
weren't expecting..."

"Is
Lucien here?" Tamlin demands. Through our bond, I feel his awareness
sharpen. He's noticed the tension too.

"In the
great library with High Lord Helion. And..." The guard hesitates.
"Others."

Others turns
out to mean a gathering of High Lords that makes my diplomatic training kick
into high gear. Helion lounges on a chair that looks more like a throne, his
dark skin gleaming with inner light, as though touched by the very essence of
sunlight itself. Gold glints from the intricate embroidery on his robe, which
flows around him in warm shades of amber and deep bronze. His hair, thick and curling, is a
cascade of dark waves, framing his chiselled features. There’s a raw, magnetic
energy about him, an aura of confidence and warmth balanced with a smouldering
intensity in his gaze. A smile plays at his lips, as if he’s both amused by and
entirely in control of his surroundings.

Beside him
stands a male whose description matches that I know to be Thesan of Dawn Court.
Thesan’s skin is a soft, warm tan, like the gentle light of early morning
spilling over distant mountains. His attire is an elegant mix of pastel silks,
draped and tailored with a delicate precision. Thesan’s eyes, a striking shade
of amethyst, hold a serene intelligence, an awareness that goes beyond the
surface. His every movement is graceful, almost meditative, as though he
embodies the calm before the full rise of day. And in the shadows...

"Well,"
Rhysand drawls from where he leans against a bookshelf. "This is becoming
quite the party."

Lucien
glances up from a stack of ancient texts, his mechanical eye whirring faster.
"Good, you're here. We have... problems."

"More
than we knew," I say, thinking of that winter bear. But Lucien's
expression suggests worse news.

Helion rises
from his chair, power rippling around him like heat waves. His golden eyes fix
on me with an intensity that makes Tamlin growl low in his throat. "But
first... who is this delicious creature you've brought us, Tamlin?"

I feel
Tamlin's fury spike through our bond as Helion stalks closer, trailing magic
like solar flares. "I don't believe we've been properly introduced, lovely
one. I am-"

"Lord
Helion," I cut in smoothly, years of diplomatic training taking over.
"Your reputation precedes you."

"Does it
now?" His smile turns predatory as he reaches for my hand. "All good
things, I hope?"

Tamlin's
growl deepens to something dangerous, but I send calming waves through our
bond. Now isn't the time for territorial displays. Not with news this grave
waiting.

"Perhaps
we should focus on why three High Lords have gathered here uninvited," I
suggest, carefully extracting my hand from Helion's grip. "And why your
guards look like they're preparing for war."

The
playfulness drops from Helion's expression. "Because we are preparing for
war. Show them, Lucien."

Lucien
spreads a map across a nearby table. Red marks dot the parchment like bloody
stars, each one representing...

"Attacks,"
he says grimly. "Not just on individuals anymore. Entire areas where magic
simply... stops working. Fires that won't light. Plants that won't grow. And
now..."

The red marks
on the map blur before my eyes as understanding hits. Each one represents lives
changed, magic stripped away, all because I'd fled to Spring Court. Because I'd
given Blackwood his excuse.

"Stop."
Tamlin's voice comes low in my ear, his hand finding mine. Through our bond, I
feel his fierce rejection of my guilt. "This isn't your fault."

"Blackwood's
been planning this since the wall fell," Lucien confirms, his mechanical
eye whirring as it scans the documents spread before us. "Your escape just
gave him the justification he needed to move openly."

"How
widespread?" Rhysand pushes off from the bookshelf, darkness trailing in
his wake as he approaches the map.

"Seven
confirmed sites in the last week alone." Helion's usual sensual grace is
stripped away, replaced by something harder. "And those are just the ones
we know about." His gaze slides to me again, though this time there's no
flirtation in it. "Your father's records might help us understand their
methods. If you're willing to share them."

I feel Tamlin
tense beside me, but I meet Helion's gaze steadily. "Everything I know is
yours. Though I suspect you already have more information than I do."

"Clever
girl." Helion's smile holds no warmth. "You're right, of course.
We've been tracking their movements since the first reports came in. But
understanding what they're doing..." He gestures to the towering shelves
of books around us. "That's proving more difficult."

"Show
them the latest," Thesan says quietly. It's the first time he's spoken,
and something in his tone makes my blood run cold.

Lucien pulls
out another document - this one bearing Dawn Court's seal. "Three days
ago, an entire grove of healing trees simply... died. Not from disease or
decay. They just... stopped being magical. Became ordinary trees."

"Like
the winter bear," I whisper. Beside me, Tamlin goes very still.

"What
winter bear?" Rhysand asks sharply.

As I describe
what we saw in Kallias's palace, the temperature in the room drops several
degrees. Shadows gather around Rhysand like agitated cats, while Helion's inner
light flares brighter.

"So it's
not just suppressing magic anymore," Thesan muses, his wings rustling with
agitation. "They've found a way to fundamentally change the nature of
magical things."

"Which
means..." Lucien begins, but a commotion at the library doors cuts him
off.

A messenger
bursts in, his golden armour dulled with dust from hard riding. "My
lords," he gasps. "Word from Summer Court. It's... it's raining in
Adriata."

"It
never rains in Adriata," Helion says slowly. "Tarquin's power keeps
the weather perfectly controlled for the shipping lanes."

"Exactly."
The messenger swallows hard. "The rain... it's not magical. It's just...
ordinary rain. Like in the human lands."

Through our
bond, I feel Tamlin's horror match my own. If they can affect weather magic,
alter the very patterns of nature that the High Lords control...

"There's
more," the messenger continues. "Reports of similar disturbances
across all territories. Rivers flowing the wrong way. Plants blooming out of
season. Magic just... failing."

"They've
done it." Rhysand's voice carries midnight and starlight. "Whatever they've
created, they're not just testing it anymore. They've found a way to deploy it
across all of Prythian."

"How
long?" Tamlin demands. "How long until it spreads completely?"

Helion moves
to a window, staring out at his sun-drenched realm. "Look," he says
softly.

We crowd
around him, and I feel Tamlin's sharp intake of breath. On the horizon, storm
clouds gather - ordinary, mundane storm clouds, in a court where the weather
has been perfect for millennia. 

"We
don't have long at all."

Rhysand is
the first to move, his shadows writhing as he presses two fingers to his
temple. That distant look comes over his face - the one I've learned means he's
communicating mind-to-mind with his forces.

"Ten
thousand Illyrians await our command," he says after a moment.
"Cassian has them positioned along the northern borders."

"My
armies stand ready as well," Thesan adds, his wings shifting restlessly.
"Though I fear traditional forces may not be enough against this...
whatever this is."

A burst of
flame erupts in the center of the room, coalescing into a letter sealed with
Autumn Court's crest. Lucien snatches it from the air before it can burn the
maps beneath.

"From
Eris," he says, scanning the contents. Something flickers across his face
- surprise or suspicion, I can't quite tell. "He says... Beron pledges
Autumn Court's full support against the human threat."

"Beron?"
Helion's laugh holds no humor. "Offering help without demanding payment?
How uncharacteristically generous of him."

"We
can't afford to refuse allies," I point out, though something about this
feels wrong. "Not with what we're facing."

"Can't
we?" Helion's golden eyes fix on me with uncomfortable intensity.
"Sometimes false allies are more dangerous than known enemies."

Tamlin growls
low in his throat - whether at Helion's tone or the implication about Autumn
Court, I'm not sure. Through our bond, I feel his instinctive distrust warring
with tactical necessity.

"Eris
wouldn't lie about this," Lucien says, but there's an odd note in his
voice. "Not about something this important."

"Perhaps
not," Rhysand muses, shadows curling around him like curious cats.
"But Beron has always played his own games."

Another
messenger arrives - this one bearing Summer Court's seal. More reports of magic
failing, of ancient powers simply... stopping. Through it all, I watch the High
Lords of Prythian preparing for war. Rhysand dispatching silent commands to his
forces. Thesan's wings mantling with barely contained agitation. Helion
studying his ancient texts with fierce concentration while his inner light
pulses like a living thing.

And Tamlin...
through our bond I feel his fury, his fear, his desperate need to protect
what's his. To protect me.

"We need
more information," Helion says finally, looking up from a particularly
ancient tome. "About the weapon. About how they're deploying it.
About..." His eyes find mine again. "About what exactly your father
and Blackwood have been planning."

The words hit
like a physical blow. Because he's right - I'm the only one who might be able
to get close enough to discover their true plans. The only one who could
potentially return home and...

"No."
Tamlin's voice comes out as a snarl. Through our bond, I feel his absolute
rejection of the idea that's forming. "We'll find another way."

But looking
around this room full of ancient power and desperate need, I'm not sure we
will.

***

Helion's
private study feels more like a war room now. Maps and ancient texts cover
every surface, while enchanted lights drift like miniature suns overhead. The
wine he'd insisted we share gleams blood-red in crystal glasses.

"Your
father," Helion says, swirling his wine thoughtfully. "Tell me about
his habits. His weaknesses."

Night has
fallen outside, but none of us have rested. The reports keep coming - more
failures of magic, more areas affected. Through our bond, I feel Tamlin's
exhaustion warring with his need to keep moving, keep fighting.

"He's
proud," I say carefully, taking a small sip of wine to steady myself. I’m
cautious to not overindulge, remembering the last time I’d partaken in Fae
wine. "Obsessed with appearances. With maintaining perfect control over
his household, his lands..." I swallow hard. "His daughter."

"And if
that daughter returned home..." Helion lets the words hang in the air.

"Absolutely
not." Tamlin's glass cracks in his grip.

"Think
about it," Rhysand cuts in from where he lounges against a bookshelf.
"She's the only one who could get close enough. The prodigal daughter,
returning home after being 'corrupted' by Fae influence..."

"You
want to send her straight back to the people who-" Tamlin's fury pulses
through our bond. With it, I sense another note, shadows of the memory of a previous
act of espionage and betrayal orchestrated by the Night Court.

"I want
to stop them before they destroy everything we are," Rhysand interrupts
coldly. "Before they unmake the very magic that sustains our realm."

"There
might be another way," Lucien begins, but I cut him off.

"There
isn't." The words come steady despite my racing heart. "And you all
know it. I'm the only one who could possibly get close enough to learn what
they're planning. Where they're deploying the weapon. How to stop it."

Through our
bond, I feel Tamlin's pain like physical wounds. His desperate need to protect
me warring with the tactical truth of what I'm suggesting.

"You
don't know what they'll do to you," he says roughly. "If they catch
you..."

"Actually,
I do know." I meet his gaze steadily. "I lived with their cruelty for
years. The difference is, this time I'm choosing it. This time it serves a
purpose beyond their pride and control."

Helion leans
forward, his golden eyes intent. "You understand what you'd be risking?
This isn't just about physical danger. If they realize you're spying..."

"My
father will be more likely to believe I've been magically corrupted than
accepting I left of my own free will," I say. "His pride won't let
him consider any other explanation. And that pride... that need to prove he was
right about the Fae all along... it might make him careless. Make him reveal
things."

"And
Blackwood?" Lucien asks quietly.

The name
sends ice through my veins, but I keep my voice steady. "He's clever.
Crueler than my father. He might not believe any act I put on." I take
another swallow of wine. "But my father's estate has access to things
Blackwood needs. Information. Resources. He'll have to work with him
regardless."

Silence falls
as they consider my words. Through our bond, I feel Tamlin's emotions churning
- rage and fear and desperate love tangling together until I can barely
separate them from my own.

"If we
do this," he says finally, each word seeming torn from his throat, "I
won't be able to protect you. Not openly. Not without..." He breaks off,
but I feel the rest through our bond. Not without revealing what we are to each
other. What we've become.

"I
know." I reach for his hand under the table, letting our fingers twine
together. “But you'll know if I'm truly in danger. And if that happens...”

A low growl
rumbles in his chest. "I'll tear them all apart."

"Perhaps,"
Helion muses, "we should discuss exactly how this infiltration might work.
What information we most need to obtain." His lips curve in a smile that
holds no warmth. "And what contingency plans we'll need when - not if -
everything goes wrong."

Outside
Helion's windows, I watch another bank of ordinary clouds roll across his
perfect sky. Time is running out. Through our bond, I feel Tamlin's resignation
warring with his protective instincts.

We have no
choice. And somehow that makes it both easier and infinitely harder to face
what comes next.
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Tamlin
Dawn finds
him pacing Helion's study like a caged beast. Sleep had been impossible - every
instinct screams at him to grab Evelyn and run, to take her somewhere safe,
somewhere no one can touch her. The mating bond pulses with fierce possession,
making his claws emerge and retract with every turn of his thoughts.

She's still
sleeping, exhausted from yesterday's planning. Through their bond, he feels her
dreams - uneasy but unbroken. For now.

"You're
going to wear a trench in my floor." Helion's voice cuts through his
brooding. The High Lord of Day lounges in a chair, watching him with those
too-knowing golden eyes. "Though I suppose that's preferable to shredding
my furniture."

Tamlin forces
himself to stop pacing, though his muscles strain with the need to move, to
act, to protect.

"You
have the largest library in Prythian," he says roughly. "There must
be something about... about making a human immortal. Something that doesn't
require..."

"The
cooperation of all seven High Lords?" Helion raises an eyebrow. "Or
dunking your mate in the Cauldron like those Archeron sisters?"

Tamlin goes
very still. "How did you-"

"Please."
Helion's laugh holds no mockery, only ancient understanding. "I am the
High Lord of Day. Light reveals all secrets." He leans forward, power
shimmering around him like heat waves. "Though I admit, I've never seen a
human-Fae mating bond before. It shouldn't be possible."

"And yet
it exists." Tamlin resumes his pacing, unable to stay still when every
fiber of his being demands motion. "She feels things she shouldn't be able
to feel. The Mother's Dance responded to her. The very land seems to..."
He breaks off, frustrated.

"Seems
to recognize her," Helion finishes thoughtfully. "Yes, I've noticed
that. The way Spring Court's magic reacts to her presence. Almost as
though..." He trails off, something sparking in his golden eyes.

"As
though what?"

"As
though she already carries some trace of Spring's power within her."
Helion rises, moving to a shelf of ancient texts. "The mating bond itself
is old magic. Wild magic. Like the power that flows through your court."

Hope flares
dangerous and bright in Tamlin's chest. "You think there's a
connection?"

"I
think," Helion says carefully, "that when the Mother created the
mating bond, She didn't differentiate between Fae and human. Only between souls
that were meant to be joined." He pulls a book from the shelf, its pages
crackling with age. "And Spring Court's magic has always been...
different. More primal. More connected to the very essence of what we
are."

"What
are you saying?"

"I'm
saying that perhaps we're thinking about this wrong." Helion's power
flares brighter as excitement enters his voice. "You were looking for ways
to make her Fae. But what if she's already changing? What if the mating bond
itself, combined with Spring Court's wild magic..."

The
implications hit Tamlin like a physical blow. "The Mother's Dance,"
he breathes. "When she sang with it..."

"Exactly."
Helion flips through pages covered in ancient symbols. "The great trees,
the sources of old magic - they don't respond to just anyone. Even some Fae
can't connect with them. But your mate..." He looks up, eyes blazing with scholarly
curiosity. "She's already bridging that gap between human and Fae. The
question is: can we use that connection? Strengthen it somehow?"

Fresh panic
claws at Tamlin's chest. "You want to experiment on her? Now?"

"I want
to understand what's already happening to her," Helion corrects.
"Before she walks into enemy territory. Before..." He stops,
something like sympathy crossing his features. "I know what the mating
bond demands of you right now. The need to protect, to possess, to keep her
safe. But if we can understand how she's already changing..."

"Then we
might find a way to complete that change," Tamlin finishes. His claws
score deep furrows in Helion's desk. "Without risking the Cauldron.
Without needing the other High Lords."

"Perhaps."
Helion sets the book aside. "Though we'll need to work quickly. The bond
will only make it harder for you to let her go as time passes. Already
you're..." He gestures to Tamlin's claws, the way he can't seem to stay
still.

"I
know." Tamlin forces his claws to retract, though the effort makes his
hands shake. "I can feel it. Getting stronger. More demanding."

"The bond
doesn't like separation," Helion says quietly. "Especially not when
it's new. Especially not when there's danger involved."

Through their
connection, Tamlin feels Evelyn beginning to wake. Every instinct screams at
him to go to her, to gather her close and never let go. The need is almost
overwhelming.

"Help me
understand it," he manages through clenched teeth. "Help me
understand what's happening to her. Before..." Before I have to watch her
walk into danger. Before I have to fight every primal urge I possess to let her
go. She’d be stronger as Fae – she’s too fragile, too breakable right now. I…
can’t lose her. I can’t even think about that option.”

Helion's
expression softens with ancient sympathy. "We'll try. Though I should warn
you - this has never been documented before. A human-Fae mating bond, Spring
Court's wild magic, the Mother's Dance... we're in uncharted territory."

"I don't
care about territory," Tamlin snarls. "I care about keeping her
alive. About finding a way for us to..." He breaks off as Evelyn's
consciousness brushes his through their bond. She's awake. Searching for him.

"Go to
her," Helion says quietly. "While you can. I'll keep researching. And
Tamlin..." He pauses until Tamlin meets his gaze. "Whatever we
discover... be prepared for the possibility that there is no perfect solution.
That any change to her nature carries risk."

The words hit
like ash arrows, but Tamlin forces himself to nod. Then he's moving, following
the pull of their bond like a lodestone finding true north. Every step away
from her feels wrong, makes the beast in him howl with need.

Mine, it
snarls. Protect. Keep. Save.

But first, he
has to let her go again.

***

Tamlin finds
her in Helion’s gardens, watching as the sunrise paints the realm in shades of
gold. Through their bond, he feels her nervousness, her determination, her
love. The need to gather her into his arms is almost overwhelming.

“You’re
brooding again,” she says without turning, a ghost of a smile touching her
lips. He moves behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist and pulling her
back against his chest.

“I’m not
brooding.” The lie tastes bitter. “I’m…”

“Planning
exactly how quickly you can winnow to me if anything goes wrong?” Now she
turns, reaching up to touch his face. “I can feel it, you know. Through the
bond. Your mind racing through every possibility.”

A growl
rumbles in his chest as he leans into her touch. “Can you blame me?”

“No.” She
traces his jaw, and he feels her own fear pulse through their connection. “But
I also feel how the bond is affecting you. Making it harder for you to even
think about letting me go.”

“Evie…” Her
name comes out rough as he pulls her closer. “If anything happens to you…”

“Then you’ll
know. Through the bond. And you’ll come tear them all apart.” She smiles, but
it doesn’t reach her eyes. “We’ve been over this a dozen times.”

“A hundred
wouldn’t be enough.” His fingers thread through her hair, memorizing its
texture, its scent. Everything about her. “The bond… it’s getting stronger.
More demanding.”

“I know.” She
presses closer, and he feels her own need matching his. “I feel it too. Like
there’s a string tied between us, pulling tighter every moment we’re together.
The thought of stretching it…” She swallows hard. “But that’s why this will
work. Why they’ll believe I’ve been magically corrupted. Because this…” She
gestures between them. “This feels like magic. Like something they’d want to
‘save’ me from.”

The beast in
him snarls at the very thought of anyone trying to break this connection. His
claws emerge without conscious thought, and he forces them to retract before he
can speak.

“Helion
thinks…” He pauses, unsure how to explain what they’d discussed. “He thinks the
bond might be changing you. That combined with Spring Court’s magic, with the
Mother’s Dance…”

Her eyes
widen slightly. “That’s why I can feel the land? The magic?”

“Maybe.” He
traces patterns against her skin, feeling her pulse beneath his fingers. So
fragile. So mortal. “He’s looking into it. Trying to understand…”

“If there’s a
way to make me like you?” Her voice comes soft, thoughtful. “Immortal?”

“Yes.” The
word scrapes his throat raw. “But Evie, if there is a way… it would be
dangerous. Unpredictable. No human has ever…”

“Had a mating
bond with a High Lord?” Her smile turns wry. “Seems I’m making a habit of
impossible things.”

Through the
bond, he feels her considering the implications—the hope and fear tangling
together until he can barely separate them from his own emotions.

“We’ll figure
it out,” she says finally. “After. When this is done.” Her hands cup his face,
forcing him to meet her gaze. “But right now, we have more immediate concerns.
And very little time left to address them.”

She’s right.
Of course she’s right. But every fiber of his being rebels against what comes
next. Against watching her walk into danger alone.

“I love you,”
he tells her roughly. “Whatever happens… whatever they try to make you believe…
remember that. Remember us.”

Her lips find
his, and for a moment he lets himself drown in her—in her taste, her scent, the
way she fits against him like she was made for his arms. Through their bond, he
pours every ounce of love and strength he possesses.

When they
finally break apart, her eyes shine with unshed tears. “I’ll remember,” she
whispers. “I’ll always remember. And I’ll come back to you. I swear it.”

The bond
pulses between them, bright and fierce and terrifyingly fragile. In a few
hours, he’ll have to watch her leave. Have to fight every primal instinct to
let her walk into danger.

But for now…
for now he holds her close, memorizing everything about this moment. Everything
about her.

His mate. His
match. His impossible miracle.

And soon, his
greatest test of trust.
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Evelyn
The gates of
my father's fortress rise before me, iron spikes still sharp against the autumn
sky. Nothing has changed - the same imposing walls, the same guards with their
too-straight postures, the same suffocating sense of control that seems to
press in from all sides.

And yet
everything is different.

The bond
stretches between Tamlin and me like a living thing, growing tauter with each
step my borrowed horse takes toward those gates. Every instinct screams to turn
back, to run to where I can feel him pacing at the edges of Day Court's
territory. His agitation pulses through our connection despite the distance - a
steady beat of mine-protect-keep that matches my own heart's rhythm.

Focus, I tell
myself. Remember why you're here.

I've
practiced this story a hundred times. The prodigal daughter returning home,
frightened and confused after being held captive by the Fae. Begging for
protection from their corrupting influence. The tears I'd prepared aren't
entirely false - leaving Tamlin had torn something raw inside me, making the
performance that much more convincing.

"Halt!"
A guard's voice carries from the watchtower. "State your-Lady
Evelyn?"

I look up,
letting them see my tear-stained face, my deliberately disheveled appearance.
"Please," I call, my voice breaking perfectly. "I need to see my
father. Please... I've escaped... I've come home..."

The gates
crack open with agonizing slowness. Through our bond, I feel Tamlin's fury
spike as strange hands help me from my horse. His protective instincts war
against the plan we'd agreed upon, and I send soothing waves back to him. I'm
safe. I'm whole. I'm here by choice.

"Lady
Evelyn!" A familiar voice cuts through the courtyard. "By the
gods..."

Mrs. Graves -
our housekeeper since I was a child - hurries down the steps. Her face is pale
with shock as she takes in my appearance. I let myself sway slightly, playing
up my exhaustion.

"Where
is Father?" I ask, putting a tremor in my voice. "Please, I
need..."

"Here."

That single
word freezes the blood in my veins.

Lord Marcus
Nolan stands at the top of the steps, his face carved from the same stone as
his fortress. My father looks exactly as I remember - tall and imposing in his
perfectly tailored clothes, not a single silver hair out of place. Only his
eyes show any reaction to my return, and even that is carefully measured.

"So,"
he says coldly. "You've finally come to your senses."

Every
childhood instinct screams at me to bow my head, to make myself smaller.
Instead, I let the tears fall - real ones this time, though not for the reasons
he'll assume.

"Father,"
I whisper. "I... I didn't know where else to go. They... the Fae... they
tried to..." I break off, letting my voice crack. "Please. Help
me."

Something
shifts in his expression - triumph maybe, or satisfaction. Exactly as Helion
had predicted. His pride wouldn't let him consider any explanation except that
I'd been magically coerced. That I'd never willingly choose to leave his
control.

Through our
bond, I feel Tamlin's rage building as he senses my fear. Stay back, I plead
silently. Trust me.

"Take
her to her chambers," Father commands. "Have the physician examine
her. We need to determine exactly what sort of corruption we're dealing
with."

I let Mrs.
Graves guide me inside, playing the part of the traumatized victim returning
home. But as I pass my father, I catch the gleam in his eyes. The look of a man
whose schemes are falling perfectly into place.

"And
Evelyn?" His voice stops me at the threshold. "Lord Blackwood will
want to hear of your... recovery. I've sent word that you've returned to
us."

Ice slides
down my spine even as I force myself to nod meekly. Through our bond, I feel
Tamlin's answering snarl of fury. The instinct to winnow here and tear my
father apart vibrates through our connection.

Not yet, I
send back desperately. Not yet.

The halls of
my childhood home close around me like a tomb. But this time, I'm here by
choice. This time, I have a purpose.

This time,
I'm the hunter rather than the prey.

Even if it
feels like walking straight into the jaws of something much darker than I'd
imagined.

***

The physician
pokes and prods, searching for signs of Fae corruption while muttering about
"unnatural influences." I play my part - flinching at sudden
movements, letting my hands shake when he tests my reflexes. Through it all,
our bond pulses steady and strong, Tamlin's presence a comfort even from afar.

Finally, I'm
allowed to retire to my chambers. Everything is exactly as I left it - the same
pale blue curtains, the same carefully arranged furniture, even the same
half-finished embroidery sitting in its hoop. Like I never left at all.

A knock at my
door makes me tense, but the familiar pattern relaxes my shoulders slightly.

"Come
in, Graysen."

My brother
slips inside, closing the door carefully behind him. He looks thinner than I
remember, dark circles under his eyes suggesting sleepless nights. When he sees
me, his face crumples with relief.

"Gods,
Evie." He crosses the room in two strides, pulling me into a fierce hug.
"I thought... when you disappeared... Father said..."

I let myself
sink into his embrace for a moment, remembering countless childhood moments
when he'd been my only ally in this cold fortress. But I can't forget why I'm
here. Can't risk telling him the truth, no matter how much I want to.

"I'm
sorry," I whisper, pulling back. "I didn't mean to worry you. I
was... confused. They made me confused."

His
expression darkens. "The Fae? Did they hurt you? If they touched you,
I'll-"

"No!"
The denial comes too quick, too sharp. I force myself to soften my voice.
"No, they... they used magic. Made me think I wanted to be there. But I
broke free. I came home."

Graysen's
hands clench into fists. "Monsters. All of them. You're lucky you escaped
before..." He breaks off, glancing toward the door.

"Before
what?" I try to keep my voice steady, uncertain.

He shakes his
head. "Nothing. Just... Father's been busy while you were gone. Important
work. To protect us all from their influence."

Through our
bond, I feel Tamlin's interest sharpen. This is what we need - information
about their plans, their weapon.

"What
kind of work?" I ask carefully. "What's happening, Gray?"

"I
shouldn't..." He runs a hand through his dark hair - a nervous gesture
from childhood. "Father doesn't want... but you're home now. Safe." A
bitter smile touches his lips. "Though you won't like some of the
changes."

"Changes?"

"The
training grounds have been... expanded. New facilities built. And there are
more soldiers than ever - not just our own forces, but others. From all the
noble houses." He moves to the window, staring out at the courtyard below.
"They're preparing for something big, Evie. Something that will change
everything."

I follow his
gaze, noting the increased activity he mentions. Through the bond, I feed
everything I see to Tamlin - the new buildings, the weapons being transported,
the sheer number of forces gathering.

“Tell
me," I whisper. "Please, Gray. I need to understand what's
happening."

He's quiet
for a long moment. "They found a way," he says finally. "To
protect us from them. To make sure no one else gets taken like you were. No one
else gets corrupted by their magic."

Ice slides
down my spine as I feel myself getting closer to my goal. "How?"

"I don't
know the details. Father keeps that information close. But..." He turns
back to me, and there's something almost feverish in his eyes. "We're
going to be safe, Evie. All of us. Once the weapon is deployed through their
sacred sites..."

"Sacred
sites?" My heart pounds against my ribs.

"Places
of power. Like their great trees." His smile turns cruel. "Take
those, and their magic falls. They become nothing. Like they should be."

Mother's
Dance. They're going to use Mother's Dance to spread their weapon. Through our
bond, I feel Tamlin's horror match my own.

"When?"
I force myself to ask.

"Soon."
Graysen squeezes my shoulder. "But don't worry about any of that. You're
home now. Safe." He heads for the door, pausing at the threshold.
"Though... you should prepare yourself. Lord Blackwood arrives tomorrow.
Father says the wedding will proceed as planned."

The door
closes behind him with a quiet click that sounds like a death knell.

Through our
bond, I feel Tamlin's fury erupt like a spring storm. The need to come for me,
to get me out of here, crashes through our connection with almost physical
force.

Not yet, I
send back desperately. We need more. Need to know exactly how they plan to
corrupt Mother's Dance. Need to understand the weapon itself.

But as I
stare out at the gathering armies below, I wonder if I'll live long enough to
discover those answers.

Because
Blackwood is coming.

And this
time, I don't think he'll believe any act I try to play.

Lord Janus
Blackwood arrives with the dawn, and I feel the very air change in the
fortress. Through our bond, Tamlin's agitation spikes - he's sensed my fear, my
instinctive recoil at that familiar presence entering the gates below.

Stay back, I
beg again silently, even as every fiber of my being yearns to run to him. We
need this. Need to know more.

"Lady
Evelyn." Mrs. Graves appears at my chamber door, her face pinched with
concern. "Your father requests your presence in his study."

My hands
shake as I smooth my dress - a proper, modest gown in Nolan blue, nothing like
the wild beauty of Spring Court fashion. I've bound my hair severely, stripped
away anything that might hint at Fae influence.

But I can't
hide the steel in my spine as I enter my father's study. Can't completely mask
what I've become.

Blackwood
stands by the window, and my heart stutters at the sight of him. He looks
exactly as I remember - perfectly groomed, devastatingly handsome, utterly
cruel. His grey eyes find mine with predatory focus.

"My dear
Evelyn." His voice carries that same silken menace that haunts my
nightmares. "How good of you to return to us."

Tamlin’s fury
blazes through the bond as his need to protect, to defend, to destroy anything
that threatens what's his crashes against my desperate plea for patience.

"Lord
Blackwood." I force myself to curtsey, though my skin crawls at his
nearness. "Father."

"Sit."
Father gestures to a chair, his tone brooking no argument. "We have much
to discuss."

I perch on
the edge of the seat, keeping my eyes downcast like the proper daughter I'm
pretending to be. But I don't miss the way Blackwood circles behind me, like a
wolf sizing up injured prey.

"Tell us
exactly what happened," Father commands. "How did you escape their
influence?"

"I..."
I swallow hard, letting my voice shake. "The magic... it started to fade.
Like waking from a dream. I realized what they'd done, how they'd corrupted my
thoughts, and I..." I break off, pressing a hand to my mouth. "I ran.
I just ran until I found my way home." Let them believe it. Please let
them believe that my timely arrival is due to their own activities
relinquishing this fictional magical enthrallment.

"Interesting."
Blackwood's voice comes from directly behind me, making my shoulders tense.
"And this... corruption. What form did it take?"

The bond
pulses between Tamlin and me, wild and fierce and true. I feed him what I'm
seeing, what I'm feeling, even as I try to maintain my trembling facade.

"They
made me think I wanted to be there," I whisper. "Made me
believe..." I let tears fill my eyes. "I'm sorry. I was so weak, to
let them..."

"Hush
now." Blackwood's hand lands on my shoulder, and it takes everything in me
not to flinch away. Through our bond, I feel Tamlin's control snap. He's
coming. No no no...

Stay back! I push the thought through our
connection with desperate force. I'm fine. I'm handling it.

"The
important thing," Father says, "is that you've returned to us. And
just in time."

"Time?"
I dare to glance up. "For what?"

Blackwood's
fingers tighten painfully on my shoulder. "Why, for our wedding of course.
Though perhaps accelerated, given the circumstances. We wouldn't want their
influence to reassert itself."

Ice slides
down my spine. Through the bond, I feel Tamlin's fury building again, barely
contained.

"But
first," Blackwood continues, his voice dropping lower, "we need to be
certain all traces of their corruption are gone. That you're truly... yourself
again."

His hand
slides from my shoulder to my throat, fingers pressing against my pulse.
Testing. Measuring. The gesture carries such familiar menace that I can't quite
suppress my shudder.

Something
shifts in his expression - triumph or suspicion, I can't tell. "Take her
to the eastern tower," he commands. "I want her under observation
until we can be certain she's fully recovered."

"The
eastern tower?" Even Father looks uncertain. "Surely that's not
necessary..."

"I
insist." Blackwood's fingers tighten fractionally against my throat.
"After all, we wouldn't want her running back to her Fae masters, would
we? Not when we're so close to achieving everything we've worked for."

Guards appear
at the door - not my father's men, I realize with growing dread, but
Blackwood's personal force. The ones who'd helped him "discipline" me
before.

He never
believed me, I realize as they grab my arms. Never bought the act for a second.

Through our
bond, I feel Tamlin's presence surge closer. He's coming, no matter what I say.
No matter the risk to our plans.

But as they
drag me toward the eastern tower - toward the very dungeons where they've been
developing their weapon - I wonder if perhaps that was Blackwood's plan all
along.

To use me as
bait. To draw out the High Lord of Spring himself.

And I've
walked right into his trap.
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Tamlin
The bond
burns between Tamlin and Evelyn like a living flame, each pulse of her fear
feeding the beast that claws beneath his skin. The need to shift, to run, to
tear through anything between them screams through his blood.

“If you go
charging in there without a plan, you’ll get you both killed.”

Lucien’s
voice barely penetrates the red haze of Tamlin’s fury. His former emissary
stands between him and the direction he can feel Evelyn in, his mechanical eye
whirring as it tracks Tamlin’s agitation.

“They’re
hurting her.” The words come out more growl than speech. Through their bond, he
feels Evelyn’s terror spike again. “I’m going to rip them apart.”

“Yes,” Lucien
agrees calmly, “but not yet. Not like this.”

Tamlin’s
claws score deep furrows in the earth as he fights for control. The mating bond
demands action—screams at him to protect, to save, to destroy anything that
threatens what’s his. But beneath Evelyn’s fear, he senses her determination,
her need for them to be smart about this.

“Reports from
the other courts?” he manages through clenched teeth.

“Sacred sites
are being fortified. Rhysand has Illyrian forces at every major point of power
in Night Court territory. Tarquin’s armies guard the coastal temples.” Lucien’s
good eye fixes on him. “But Mother’s Dance…”

“What about
it?” Another wave of Evelyn’s fear hits him, and his vision bleeds red at the
edges.

“A massive
force has already taken position there. More than just Blackwood’s men—soldiers
from every noble house.” Lucien moves cautiously closer. “They knew we’d try to
defend it. They’re counting on it.”

“Of course
they are.” The words taste like ash. “That’s why they took her. To draw us out.
To force our hand.”

Through the
bond, Tamlin feels Evelyn’s consciousness flutter—they’ve done something to
her, given her something to make her sleep. The beast in him howls.

“Tam.”
Lucien’s voice carries centuries of friendship beneath the steel. “Think. We
can’t save her and Mother’s Dance at the same time. Not without help.”

“The other
courts—”

“Are
defending their own territories. Their own sources of power.” He gestures
toward the horizon where storm clouds gather—ordinary clouds, spreading from
where Blackwood’s weapon has already begun its work. “This was their plan all
along. Split our forces. Make us choose between saving individuals and saving
our magic itself.”

Another pulse
through the bond—weaker now as whatever they’ve given her takes hold. But
beneath her fading consciousness, he catches fragments of what she’s learned:
plans, weapons, details they desperately need.

“She went
there to spy,” he growls. “To learn their plans. If we pull her out now…”

“We lose our
only source of information about how they’re corrupting our magic,” Lucien
finishes. “I know. But, Tam…” His voice softens slightly. “She’s your mate. Can
you really leave her there? Even for the greater good?”

The bond
pulls at Tamlin like hooks beneath his skin. Every instinct he possesses
screams to go to her, to tear apart anyone who dares touch her. The need is
almost overwhelming.

“No.” The
admission tears from his throat. “I can’t. Even if it damns us all, I can’t…”

“Then we do
this smart.” Lucien’s mechanical eye whirs faster. “We get her out, but we make
it count. Get the information we need in the process.”

Tamlin feels
Evelyn’s consciousness slipping further away. But not before she sends one last
burst of information—fragments of overhead conversations, glimpses of their
plans.

“The eastern
tower,” he says roughly. “That’s where they’re keeping her. Where they’re
developing the weapon.”

“Then that’s
where we go.” Lucien’s hand finds Tamlin’s shoulder. “But we do this right. No
blind rage. No losing control.” His grip tightens. “We get her out, we get the
information, and we get back to the others before they can spring whatever trap
they’re setting.”

Tamlin forces
himself to nod, though every heartbeat away from her feels like torture. The
mating bond pulses between them, growing tauter with each moment of separation.

“How long?”
he manages.

“Until dark.
We’ll have better cover, and…” Lucien hesitates. “And hopefully by then you’ll
have your instincts under better control.”

A snarl
builds in Tamlin’s chest, but he forces it down. Lucien’s right. Going in like
this, half-mad with protective fury, will only get them all killed.

But as he
feels Evelyn’s consciousness fade completely through their bond, he wonders if
he’ll be able to wait that long. If the mating bond will let him.

Hold on, he sends through their connection,
though he knows she’s too far under to hear. I’m coming for you. I swear it.

The beast in
him paces beneath his skin, counting each heartbeat until darkness falls. Until
he can reclaim what’s his.

And make them
pay for every moment of fear she’s felt.

***

Night falls
like a shroud over the Nolan fortress.

Tamlin
crouches in the shadow of the eastern tower, every muscle coiled tight with
predatory anticipation. Through their bond, he feels Evelyn's consciousness
flickering - whatever they gave her is starting to wear off. Her fear pulses
stronger with each moment of awakening.

"Remember
the plan," Lucien whispers beside him. "In and out. No unnecessary
killing."

A growl
builds in Tamlin's chest. The very idea of leaving any of them alive after what
they've done...

"Tam."
Lucien's tone carries warning. "You want to get her out alive? Control the
beast."

But the beast
paces closer to the surface with each beat of Evelyn's frightened heart. Her
awareness grows stronger through their bond - enough for him to catch fragments
of her surroundings. Cold stone. Iron chains. The bitter scent of whatever
concoction they're developing.

The guards
change rotation, just as Lucien's intelligence suggested they would. Two
minutes where the eastern entrance stands unguarded.

"Now,"
Lucien breathes.

They move
like shadows - Lucien's fire held carefully in check, Tamlin fighting the urge
to shift into his beast form and tear through the walls themselves. Up the
tower steps, past doors marked with strange symbols that make his magic recoil.

Through their
bond, he feels Evelyn's consciousness snap fully awake. Her fear spikes, then
steadies as she feels his presence growing closer.

A door ahead
radiates wrongness - the scent of corrupted magic seeping from beneath. His
claws emerge without conscious thought as he reaches for the handle.

"Wait."
Lucien's mechanical eye whirs faster. "Wards. Strong ones."

"I don't
care." The words come out as a snarl.

"You
will when they alert every guard in the fortress." Lucien moves forward,
studying the symbols carved into the doorframe. "Give me a moment..."

But then
Evelyn's terror crashes through their bond - sharp and immediate. The sound of
a fist striking flesh echoes from behind the door.

Tamlin moves
before conscious thought, magic erupting from his skin in a wave of pure
destruction. The wards shatter like glass, the door disintegrating beneath his
claws.

Inside,
Blackwood stands over Evelyn's chained form, his hand raised for another blow.

The beast
takes over.

Tamlin's roar
shakes the tower's foundations as he launches himself at Blackwood. But the
human lord only smiles, stepping back as guards pour from hidden alcoves. Each
one carries weapons that gleam with ugly purpose - spelled iron and mountain
ash.

"Right
on time," Blackwood says smoothly. "Though I expected you sooner.
Getting slow in your old age, High Lord?"

Through their
bond, Tamlin feels Evelyn's desperate warning. A trap. It was always a trap.
They’d put her to sleep so she couldn’t warn them sooner.

But with her
scent in his nose and her fear pounding through their connection, he doesn't
care. Can't care about anything except tearing apart the male who dared touch
his mate.

The first
guard goes down in a spray of blood as Tamlin's claws open his throat. The
second loses his head before he can raise his ash-tipped spear. The third—

Pain explodes
through Tamlin's shoulder as something pierces his flesh. Not ash this time -
something worse. Something that makes his magic sputter. 

Their new
weapon?! The thought pounds at him through a haze of agony. What they've been
developing here... But no, he can still feel the power coursing through him
despite the momentary flicker. No, it was just the momentary numbness of Faebane.
Faebane he’d developed a tolerance for.

"Now,
Tam!" Lucien's voice cuts through his rage.

Fire erupts
in a circular wall around them as Lucien moves. Not attacking - containing.
Creating cover. Through the flames, Tamlin sees more guards flooding in, all
carrying weapons that pulse with wrongness. But the fire forces them back,
gives him the seconds he needs to reach Evelyn.

Her chains
snap like thread beneath his claws. Through their bond, he feels her mind
racing despite her physical weakness - catching details, memorizing everything
she's seen. Everything they need to know.

"You
can't escape," Blackwood's voice carries through the flames. "The
entire tower is warded. Your magic won't-"

But Lucien's
laugh cuts him off. "You humans. Always so focused on magic." The
fire swirls higher, and Tamlin sees his friend pull something from his pocket.
Something that gleams like captured starlight. "Never considering simpler
solutions."

The
light-globe - a gift from Helion - explodes in a burst of blinding radiance. Evelyn
buries her face against Tamlin's chest, having sensed his intent through their
connection. But the humans cry out, momentarily blinded.

Tamlin moves
without hesitation, gathering Evelyn close as Lucien's fire parts to let them
through. They don't try to winnow - that would trigger the wards. Instead, they
run, using the humans' temporary blindness to reach the window he'd noted
earlier. The one overlooking the lake beyond the tower walls.

"Hold
tight," he growls to Evelyn. Then they're falling, Lucien right behind
them, as confusion erupts in the tower above. They hit the water just as arrows
begin raining down - ordinary steel, not ash. Not their new weapon. Not yet. It
can’t be ready. Or, he thinks with dread, it’s already been moved elsewhere.

The lake
swallows them, cold and dark and deep. But Tamlin knows these waters - knows
the underwater caves that run beneath the fortress walls. They’d spent hours poring
over them before coming here. Evelyn's arms tighten around his neck as he pulls
them through lightless tunnels, following Lucien's fire-bright hair ahead of
them.

When they
finally surface beyond the fortress walls, Blackwood's furious roar echoes
across the water. But they're already running, moving through shadows toward
where their forces wait.

"We need
to warn the others," Evelyn gasps between breaths. "What I saw in
there... what they're planning..."

"Later,"
Tamlin growls, pulling her closer as they run. Every instinct screams to stop,
to check her for injuries, to hunt down each person who dared touch her. But he
forces those urges down. They need distance first. Need safety.

Through their
bond, he feels her fierce pride in him - in his control, in choosing the
smarter path over blind rage. It helps bank the fury still burning in his
blood.

But as they
flee into the night, he makes a silent promise. When this is over, when
Mother's Dance is safe...

He's coming
back for Blackwood.

They run
through moonlit forests, Evelyn's information burning in their minds like fire.
Through their bond, Tamlin feels her exhaustion warring with her need to warn
them, to share what she's discovered.

When they
finally reach the sheltered valley where Helion's forces wait, Tamlin has to
force himself not to whisk her away somewhere private, somewhere he can check
every inch of her for injuries. The mating bond screams at him to protect, to
heal, to keep her close after the terror of their separation.

But the
information she carries is too vital.

"Mother's
Dance," she gasps as soon as they're safe behind Helion's wards.
"They're not just going to try to corrupt it - they're going to use it.
Use its connection to all the wild magic in Prythian to spread their weapon
everywhere at once."

Helion
materializes from the shadows, his usual lazy grace replaced by sharp focus.
"How?"

"Some
kind of... amplification." Her hands shake as she describes the devices
she'd seen in the tower. "They've been testing different formulas,
different ways to strip magic away. But they needed something bigger. Something
connected to the very heart of Fae power."

Tamlin feels
her horror as she remembers overheard conversations, glimpses of their plans.
His arms tighten around her, a low growl building in his chest.

"The
corruption spreads faster than we thought," Lucien cuts in, his mechanical
eye whirring as he scans the horizon. "Those storms gathering in the
distance? That's not natural weather. That's magic failing."

"How
long?" Helion demands.

"Days.
Maybe less." Evelyn's voice shakes. "They're already moving forces
into position around Mother's Dance. And..." She swallows hard.
"Beron has joined them."

The words hit
like physical blows. Lucien goes very still.

"Autumn
Court stands with the humans?" Helion's power flares like captured
sunlight. "Are you certain?"

"I heard
Blackwood discussing it. They promised to leave Autumn Court's magic intact in
exchange for Beron's support. They're going to create some kind of... barrier.
Shield Autumn's territories while they corrupt everything else."

Tamlin feels
her guilt through their bond - guilt at not discovering this betrayal sooner.
He sends back waves of fierce pride in what she's accomplished, in her courage.

"Then we
move now," he growls. "Before they can-"

But a burst
of darkness interrupts him as Rhysand materializes in their midst. The High
Lord of Night's power writhes around him like agitated shadows.

"We have
a problem," he says without preamble. "A massive army is gathering at
Spring Court's borders. Not just humans. Autumn Court forces as well."

Through their
bond, Tamlin feels Evelyn's fear spike again. Not for herself this time - for
him, for their court, for everything they're trying to protect.

"How
many?" Lucien asks quietly.

"Too
many." Rhysand's shadows coil tighter. "And they're carrying weapons
we've never seen before. Weapons that make magic itself... stop."

Tamlin's
claws emerge as he processes what this means. They're caught between impossible
choices - try to defend Mother's Dance, or meet this army head-on? Split their
forces and risk losing everything, or concentrate their power and abandon other
territories to corruption?

But then he
feels Evelyn straighten in his arms, that quiet strength he loves filling her
voice.

"We
don't split up," she says clearly. "We can't defend everywhere at
once. But Mother's Dance... that's the key. If we can stop them there, stop
them from using it to spread their weapon..."

"We'd
need every army we have," Helion muses. "Every High Lord."

"Then
that's what we'll do." Tamlin's voice comes out as a growl. "We meet
them at Mother's Dance. End this before it spreads further."

***

The newly-erected
war camp bustles around them, but Tamlin leads her away from the noise, from
the smell of steel and leather and fear. 

They end up
at the edge of a small lake, moonlight turning the water to silver glass.
Without a word, Tamlin shifts into his beast form, and Evelyn understands the
silent invitation. She climbs onto his back, fingers curling into that golden
fur as he runs - not toward danger this time, just... running. The wind whips
her hair back, and for a few precious moments there is only this. Only them.

When they
finally stop on a secluded ridge overlooking the gathering armies below, he
shifts back, pulling her close against his chest.

"You're
not fighting," he says roughly. The words carry no command, just bone-deep
fear.

"I
know." She traces the lines of tension in his face. "But I'm not
hiding in some distant castle either. I need to be there. Close enough to help
if..."

"If
what? If I fall?" His claws prick against her skin. "If something
goes wrong?"

"If you
need me," she says softly. "The way I needed you in that tower. The
way we've needed each other since the beginning."

He growls low
in his throat, but she feels his resolve wavering.

"The
camp," he says finally. "No closer than that. And at the first sign
of trouble, you run. No arguments, no heroics." His arms tighten around
her. "I can't... I can't fight if I'm worrying about you. Can't focus if I
think you might..."

"I'll
stay in the camp," she promises. "But Tam..." She turns in his
arms to face him fully. "Whatever happens tomorrow... whatever they throw
at us... we face it together. Even if we're not physically side by side."

The bond
pulses between them, bright and fierce and true. He leans down until their
foreheads touch, breathing in her scent like he's trying to memorize it.

"I love
you," he tells her roughly. "If anything happened to you... Gods,
when I couldn’t feel you there anymore I thought the worst…"

"It
won't." She reaches up to trace the lines of his face, letting him feel
her certainty through their bond. "We've survived everything else they've
thrown at us. We'll survive this too."

Instead of
answering, he shifts back into beast form, crouching low in silent invitation.
She climbs onto his back once more, and they run beneath the stars, stealing
these last moments of peace before tomorrow's storm.

For now,
there is only the wind in her hair, his warmth beneath her, and their bond
singing between them like spring's first dawn.
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41





Evelyn
The war camp
sprawls across the valley like a living thing. Illyrian warriors circle
overhead, their wings casting moving shadows across the ground, while Summer
Court soldiers polish armor that gleams like captured seafoam. The scents of
leather and steel mix with woodsmoke and something sharper - fear,
anticipation, bloodlust.

I watch from
the ridge of our tent as Dawn Court archers practice on makeshift targets,
their arrows trailing light like falling stars. Nearby, Winter Court soldiers
share drinks from frosted bottles, their laughter carrying a desperate edge.

"Impressive,
isn't it?"

I turn to
find Lucien approaching, his mechanical eye whirring as it takes in the scene
below. He looks different in battle gear - deadlier, the warrior beneath the
diplomat finally showing through.

"Terrifying,"
I admit. "I've never seen so many Fae in one place."

"And
these are just the advance forces." He gestures to where more warriors
arrive through winnowing points, their weapons and armour marking them from
every court in Prythian. "The main armies arrive by dawn."

A burst of
raucous laughter draws my attention to a group of Illyrian warriors sharing
what smells like very strong liquor. One spreads his wings wide, demonstrating
some aerial manoeuvre while his companions cheer and jeer in equal measure.

"They
drink before battle?" I ask.

"Some
do. Others pray. Some fuck. Everyone faces the possibility of death
differently." Lucien's good eye softens slightly. "Though I wouldn't
recommend mentioning that last one to Tamlin. He's territorial enough as it
is."

I feel heat
rise in my cheeks, but before I can respond, horns sound from the eastern
perimeter. More forces arriving - these bearing Summer Court's insignia. Their
armor catches the torchlight like mother-of-pearl.

"You
should rest," Lucien says quietly. "Tomorrow..."

He doesn't
finish the thought. Doesn't need to. We all know what tomorrow brings.

I retreat to
the command tent, where maps spread across tables show troop positions, supply
lines, strategies I barely understand. Tamlin stands with the other High Lords,
his golden head bent over some report. He glances up as I enter, something
softening in his eyes before he returns to his planning.

The night
deepens as I help where I can - rolling bandages, sorting healing supplies,
listening to snippets of strategy and trying not to think about how many of
these supplies we'll need tomorrow. How many of these warriors might not see
another sunset.

A group of
Summer Court soldiers starts singing somewhere in the camp - a battle hymn in a
language I don't understand. Others join in, their voices carrying notes of
defiance and determination. Soon the whole valley rings with it, each court
adding their own harmonies until the very air seems to vibrate with song.

I step
outside our tent again, letting the music wash over me. It feels like an
eternity since I’d last had opportunity to stop and listen like this. The camp
has transformed in the darkness - torches and faelights casting everything in
shades of gold and shadow. Warriors still drink and laugh and sharpen weapons,
but there's an edge to it now. A weight to every gesture.

"They're
singing about spring," a quiet voice says beside me. I turn to find Mor,
her golden hair gleaming in the torchlight. "About renewal. Rebirth. How
even the darkest winter must yield to growing things."

I listen
closer to the melody, picking out phrases that sound like pieces of the old
songs I'd learned in Spring Court.

"Do you
think they know?" I ask softly. "What they're really fighting for
tomorrow?"

"They
know." She watches an Illyrian warrior demonstrate sword forms to a circle
of younger soldiers. "They can feel it in the air - magic failing, powers
weakening. They know if we lose tomorrow, we lose everything that makes us what
we are."

A hand lands
on my shoulder - Tamlin, done with his planning for now. Without a word, he
leads me back to our tent, away from the singing and the fires and the
desperate revelry of warriors facing dawn.

But as I
drift off to sleep, the songs follow me into my dreams. Songs of spring, of
magic, of hope blooming in the darkest places.

Songs of
tomorrow's battle, and everything we stand to lose.

***

Dawn breaks
steel-grey and cold across the valley. The singing has stopped, replaced by the
rhythmic sounds of armies assembling - the clank of armour, the stamp of
hooves, the snap of leather as Illyrian wings spread against the morning sky.

From my
position at the ridge above the camp, I watch High Lords gather their forces.
Rhysand's darkness spreads like spilled ink as he addresses his legions.
Helion's power burns like a second sun, while Kallias's ice crawls across the
ground in deadly patterns. And Tamlin...

My breath
catches at the sight of him in full battle regalia. Golden armour accents
rather than conceals his beast form, catching the weak light like captured
flame. He moves through rows of Spring Court warriors, those who remained loyal
when everything fell apart. Their numbers are fewer than the other courts, but
every soldier bears the same fierce determination in their eyes.

"It's
time," Mor says beside me. She's traded her usual elegant clothing for
Illyrian fighting leathers. "You should get to the secured position we
discussed."

The 'secured
position' is a heavily warded cottage half a mile back, where the healers have
set up their station. Close enough to help, far enough to be supposedly safe. I
open my mouth to protest, but movement on the far horizon stops me.

They come
like a tide of darkness - human armies mixed with Autumn Court forces, their
weapons gleaming with unnatural purpose. At their head, I catch glimpses of
familiar figures. Blackwood, his armour marking him as a commander. My father,
proud even now. And Beron, his fire-bright hair marking him clearly among the
human forces he's chosen to join.

Tamlin
appears beside me in a burst of spring magic. "Go," he growls softly.
"Please."

I turn to
him, memorizing every detail of his face. "Come back to me."

His claws
gentle as he cups my face. "Always."

Then he's
gone, moving to take his position as drums of war begin their ominous rhythm. I
force myself to retreat to the healer's station, where I can still see much of
the battlefield spread below.

The armies
face each other across the valley that holds Mother's Dance. The great tree
rises between them like a silent witness, its branches reaching toward steel-coloured
clouds. Already I can see the corruption spreading through its roots - black
lines crawling up its trunk as Blackwood's weapon begins its work.

The first
clash, when it comes, sounds like the world itself breaking.

Illyrian
forces darken the sky as they dive toward human archer positions. Helion's
power erupts in blinding waves while Winter Court ice freezes soldiers where
they stand. And through it all, a golden beast tears through enemy lines,
leaving devastation in his wake.

But something
is wrong. Through the chaos of battle, I see human soldiers wielding weapons
that pulse with wrongness. Wherever they strike, magic fails. Fae warriors
stumble as their powers sputter and die. Even the High Lords seem to be holding
back, conserving their strength as though afraid to use too much power at once.

"They're
trying to draw us out," one of the healers mutters as she prepares
bandages. "Make us waste our magic before their main weapon is
ready."

She's right.
I can see it in the way they've positioned their forces. This first wave is
just a distraction. The real threat...

Movement near
Mother's Dance catches my eye. Figures carrying strange devices approach the
great tree, using the battle as cover. Whatever they're planning, whatever they
mean to do with Spring Court's heart of power, it's beginning now.

And I'm the
only one who sees it.

The sounds of
battle echo up the ridge - metal on metal, war cries in languages I don't
understand, the terrible silence where magic should be but isn't. I clutch the
edge of the healer's tent, watching those dark figures near Mother's Dance with
growing horror.

"My
lady," one of the healers calls, "we need help with-"

But I'm
already moving, slipping past their reaching hands. This isn't about following
orders anymore. This isn't about staying safe.

A small group
of Summer Court warriors crashes through the trees beside me, carrying a
wounded companion. They don't stop me - don't even seem to see me as I dart
past, heading for the hidden path I'd discovered during yesterday's scouting.

The battle
rages to my left, but I keep to the shadows, to the spaces between. Everything
Tamlin taught me about moving quietly through woods comes rushing back. Step
softly. Watch for loose stones. Use the sounds of fighting to cover any noise
you can't avoid.

I reach the
base of Mother's Dance just as the first device activates. The sound it makes -
like glass breaking, like music dying, like every beautiful thing being unmade
at once - drops me to my knees.

Black lines
spread up the great tree's trunk like poison in veins. Its leaves begin to
fall, not golden with autumn but grey with unnatural decay. And the magic... I
can feel it failing, feel the very heart of Spring Court crying out in pain.

"Beautiful,
isn't it?"

I whirl to
find Blackwood watching from the shadows. He's shed his commander's armour for
something lighter, made for moving quietly rather than fighting. Of course -
he'd planned this too. Planned to slip away from the main battle while everyone
was distracted.

"You're
destroying everything," I whisper.

"We're
fixing everything." He steps closer, that familiar cruel smile playing at
his lips. "Making the world safe from creatures that were never meant to
exist."

More devices
activate around the tree's base. The corruption spreads faster, turning ancient
bark to mundane wood. I feel it like physical pain - feel the land itself
crying out as its magic dies.

"Why?"
The word scrapes from my throat. "Why do this?"

"Because
they're monsters. All of them." His eyes fix on me with terrible purpose.
"Even the ones who've wrapped themselves in pretty facades. Even the one
who's corrupted you so completely."

He reaches
for me, but I'm already moving. All those dance lessons, all that training in
proper movement, serves me now as I dart between the devices. I don't try to
fight - I'm not a warrior. But I am quick, and I know these woods better than
he does.

The first
device comes apart easily in my hands. I don't understand how it works, but I
understand destruction well enough. I’ve seen enough broken things to know
exactly how they come apart. The second follows, then the third.

Blackwood's
curse rings out behind me as the corruption's spread slows. But it's not
enough. The poison has already reached Mother's Dance's heart, already begun
unmaking everything that makes this place sacred.

"It's
too late," he calls. "The process has begun. Soon every scrap of
magic in Prythian will be like this - dead, mundane, properly human."

He's right. I
can feel it - feel the wrongness spreading out from Mother's Dance like ripples
in a pond. Somewhere in the battle beyond, I hear cries of alarm as Fae
warriors feel their powers failing.

But as I
stumble to the great tree's trunk, as I press my hands against bark that still
holds traces of spring's wild magic, I remember something. Remember how
Mother's Dance had responded to me before. How it had recognized something in
me that shouldn't have been possible.

Old magic,
wild magic, the kind that existed before artificial divisions between human and
Fae.

So I close my
eyes, press harder against ancient bark, and begin to sing.

The same song
I'd used that day. The one that had made Mother's Dance's lights dance, that
had woven itself through its branches like belonging.

And somewhere
deep within the dying tree, something responds.
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Tamlin
The battle
surges around Tamlin like a red tide. His claws find flesh and bone as he tears
through enemy lines, leaving destruction in his wake. Soldiers fall beneath his
savage fury - some to his fangs, others crushed by the raw power he unleashes. 

But something
feels wrong.

He pauses
mid-strike, trying to place the source of his unease. The bond pulses at the
edge of his awareness - not with fear or pain, but with a fierce determination
that makes his blood run cold. His attention snaps to the ridge where the
healer's tents should be safely positioned, but the bond pulls his senses
elsewhere.

Another human
soldier charges him with a spelled blade. Tamlin dispatches him almost
absently, his focus split between the immediate battle and that growing sense
of wrongness. Through their connection, he feels Evelyn's presence like a
lodestone pointing true north - and she's not where she should be.

Then he
notices the leaves.

They fall
from Mother's Dance in a steady rain, not golden with autumn's touch but grey
and lifeless. Black lines crawl up the great tree's trunk like veins filled
with poison, spreading higher with each heartbeat. The very air feels wrong
around it - magic failing, dying, being unmade.

A strange
sound cuts through the clash of steel on steel - like glass breaking, like
music being strangled, like every sacred thing crying out at once. The
corruption spreads faster, turning ancient bark to mundane wood. Tamlin feels
it like physical wounds as Spring's wild magic begins to fail.

And there, at
the heart of that wrongness, he feels her.

No.

 

His roar of
fury sends nearby soldiers stumbling back as he launches himself toward
Mother's Dance. But more enemies press in, these bearing Autumn Court's
insignia alongside human forces. Their weapons pulse with that same wrongness
that's corrupting his lands - spelled iron and mountain ash and something
worse, something that makes magic sputter and die where it strikes.

He tears
through them with savage desperation. His claws open throats while his power
crushes others, but for each one that falls, two more take their place. They're
trying to slow him, he realizes. Trying to keep him from reaching—

Then he hears
it - her voice rising clear and pure above the sounds of battle. The same song
she'd sung that first day in Spring Court, when the great tree had recognized
something in her that should have been impossible. Through their bond, he feels
her connecting with the ancient magic, trying to drive back the corruption.

But there's
something else too - a dangerous pulling sensation, as though the tree's power
might consume her completely.

"Fall
back!" he roars to his forces, already moving. But a wall of flame erupts
before him, forcing him to dodge as Beron steps from the inferno.

"Going
somewhere?" the High Lord of Autumn sneers, fire wreathing his form. His
power pulses with ugly purpose - not just flames, but something corrupted.
Changed. "We're not finished here."

"You
betrayed us all," Tamlin snarls, his claws leaving furrows in the earth.
Through their bond, he feels Evelyn's presence growing fainter as Mother's
Dance's magic threatens to overwhelm her. He doesn't have time for this.

"I chose
survival." Beron's flames dance higher. "When magic falls, Autumn
Court alone will remain pure. Will remain-"

His words cut
off in a gurgle as Tamlin's claws find his throat. But before he can finish it,
another figure appears between them in a burst of fire.

"Go,"
Eris says quietly, his own flames dancing over his skin as he faces his father.
"I'll handle this betrayer myself."

Tamlin
doesn't wait to see what happens next. He's already running, following the pull
of their bond and the sound of her voice as it begins to falter.

Hold on, he
thinks desperately as Mother's Dance looms before him. Just hold on.

Her song
carries on the wind as Tamlin approaches Mother's Dance, but it's growing
weaker. Through their bond, he feels her fading - not just her strength, but
her very essence being pulled into the ancient magic as she tries to heal it.

The clearing
around the great tree has become a graveyard of broken devices and fallen
soldiers. And there, pressed against Mother's Dance's trunk, Evelyn sings as
black corruption creeps up the bark around her hands.

"Pitiful,
isn't it?"

The voice
makes Tamlin's blood freeze. Blackwood emerges from the shadows like a
nightmare given flesh, that familiar cruel smile playing on his lips.
"Watching her sacrifice herself for creatures like you. Though I suppose
there's poetry in it - the corruption of her mind made complete."

Tamlin's
claws emerge, but before he can move, Evelyn's song falters. Through their
bond, he feels her slipping further away as Mother's Dance's dying magic
threatens to drag her with it. The choice crystallizes with terrible clarity -
deal with Blackwood, or save her.

No choice at
all.

He lunges
past Blackwood, ignoring the human lord's blade as it scores across his ribs.
Nothing matters except reaching her, except stopping whatever sacrifice she's
trying to make.

"Evie,"
he growls, pressing his hands over hers where they connect with the bark.
"Stop this. You have to stop-"

But through
their bond, he feels her fierce denial. Feels her understanding of what's at
stake. The corruption has reached Mother's Dance's heart - without
intervention, Spring Court's magic will die. And after that, all of Prythian
will follow.

Her song
takes on a desperate edge as she pours more of herself into the connection.
Ancient magic swirls around them both - not just failing now, but hungry.
Seeking. Ready to consume anything offered to replace what's being destroyed.

Tamlin feels
her slipping further away, feels her very essence beginning to merge with the
dying tree as she tries to heal it. The bond between them stretches painfully
thin.

No. Gods, please, no…

The decision
comes with startling clarity. All his life, he's tried to control his power -
tried to cage it, contain it, keep it from destroying everything he touches.
Even with Faebane, he'd sought to master it through denial rather than
acceptance.

But now...

"Together,"
he growls, letting his power flow freely for the first time in centuries. Not
trying to direct it or control it - simply offering everything he is to the
ancient magic that's trying to claim her. "We do this together."

Her song
catches, then strengthens as she feels his magic joining hers. He sends every
scrap of power he possesses - everything that makes him Fae, everything that
makes him High Lord, everything except his desperate love for her.

Take me
instead, he thinks
fiercely as Mother's Dance's magic surges around them. Take my power,
everything - just let her live.

Behind them,
Blackwood's voice rings out in alarm. But it's too late. The ancient magic
takes what's offered.

***

The moment
Tamlin's power joins Evelyn's song, reality... fractures. The physical world
falls away like autumn leaves in a storm - the sounds of battle, Blackwood's
shouts, even the feel of bark beneath their hands dissolving into something
vast and strange and ancient. They stand in a place between moments, between
heartbeats, where twilight and dawn exist simultaneously. Mother's Dance towers
before them, impossibly huge, its branches reaching into forever. 

Her song
still echoes here, but now he hears layers beneath the melody - meanings and
memories and magic itself woven through every note. Understanding flows between
them without need for physical speech, pure and perfect as spring water.

"It's
dying," her voice whispers in his mind, and he sees what she sees -
networks of power spreading from Mother's Dance like veins of gold beneath the
earth. Every tree, every flower, every wild and wonderful thing in Spring Court
connected by threads of ancient magic. The corruption seeps through these
connections like spilled ink, turning vibrant power grey and lifeless. Where
her song touches, golden light pushes back against the darkness, but the
price... gods, the price... 

He feels her
essence beginning to merge with the ancient magic, feels her very self
dissolving like morning mist as Mother's Dance tries to use her life force to
replace what's being destroyed. Their bond stretches gossamer-thin, threatening
to snap entirely. 

"You
have to stop," he tries to say, but words have no meaning here. Instead,
he pours his desperate love and fear through their connection. But her denial
comes fierce and immediate - she understands the stakes better than he does.
This isn't just about Spring Court anymore. This is about the very heart of
magic itself. 

"I can
heal it. If I just... give enough..."

But he feels
her essence beginning to merge with the ancient magic, feels her slipping away
as Mother's Dance tries to use her life force to replace what's being
destroyed. 

Then another
presence fills the ethereal space - ancient and vast as the stars themselves,
yet somehow warm as spring sunshine. The voice, when it comes, resonates
through every particle of his being. 

SUCH
SACRIFICE, it whispers. BUT THE PRICE IS TOO HIGH.

His wild
magic responds to that voice like a flower turning toward the sun. Every drop
of power he's spent centuries trying to control suddenly sings in his veins,
recognizing its creator. The beast within him rises not with violence but with
reverence, with remembrance of what it was always meant to be. This is the
voice of the Mother herself, the one who gave them magic in the first place.

 

CHILD OF
SPRING, she continues, AND CHILD OF EARTH. TOGETHER YOU STAND AT THE
CROSSROADS. 

Through their
bond, he feels Evelyn's wonder matching his own. But he also feels her
continuing to fade as Mother's Dance pulls at her essence, trying to use her
life force to heal itself. The choice crystallizes with painful clarity. 

"Take me
instead," he pushes the thought into that twilight space. "My power,
my life – everything I am… Please..."

ARE YOU
CERTAIN? The voice holds ancient wisdom and terrible warning. TO SURRENDER SUCH
MAGIC... THE BEAST WITHIN YOU HAS ALWAYS BEEN WILD, UNTAMED. TO GIVE IT UP... 

And suddenly
he understands - truly understands - what he's been fighting all these
centuries. The wild magic was never meant to be controlled, never meant to be
caged or contained. Like spring itself, it needed to be free. All those years
of struggling for dominion over his own nature, trying to master what couldn't
be mastered... The pain, the fear of being powerless… He didn’t need it
writhing within his own skin to save, to protect, to be powerful.

"It was
never meant to be tamed," he realizes, the truth burning through him like
sunrise. "None of it was. The power, the beast, the very magic itself - it
was meant to be free."

He feels
rather than sees Evelyn's protest, but the choice is already made. That wild
magic rises within him like a storm, like the first breath of spring after
endless winter. Every scrap of power he's ever possessed - the beast's
strength, the High Lord's authority, the very essence of what makes him Fae -
surges to the surface, ready to be surrendered. 

It hurts.
Mother above, it hurts. The sensation is like being torn apart and remade with
every heartbeat. Magic pours from him in golden streams - not just power but
immortality itself, centuries of accumulated strength and fury and desperate
need to control. The beast howls as it's drawn from his flesh, that primal
force finally, finally set free. 

It hurts more
than anything he's ever known. Like being flayed alive, like every bone
breaking at once, like dying and being reborn between one breath and the next.
Each moment of the sacrifice brings new waves of agony as life itself is
stripped away. But through their bond, he feels Evelyn's essence returning as
his power takes her place in Mother's Dance's hungry depths.

SUCH LOVE,
the Mother's voice whispers. SUCH PERFECT SURRENDER.

The wild
magic continues to pour from him - an endless torrent of gold and fury and
ancient power. Each heartbeat stretches like years as everything he is,
everything he's been, flows into Mother's Dance's waiting heart. The beast
fights one last time - not against the sacrifice itself, but with the desperate
need to protect what it's losing. To hold onto just enough magic to keep her
safe... 

But he gives
it all. Every last drop. This time, the choice is his and his alone.

The beast's
final howl mingles with his own cry as centuries of power tear free. In the
end, there's nothing left except his love for her, and the fragile, mortal
heart now beating in his chest.
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Evelyn
Reality
crashes back like a wave breaking against stone. The ethereal twilight fades,
leaving us beneath Mother's Dance in the cold light of morning. But everything
feels... different. Changed.

The
corruption has vanished from the great tree's trunk, leaving bark that pulses
with renewed life. Leaves of pure gold spiral down around us like falling
stars. I feel the land itself awakening, healing, remembering what it means to
be wild and free.

But Tamlin...

I can’t feel
him through the bond. Something’s changed. 

I whirl to
face him.

He stands
beside me, fingers still pressed against Mother's Dance's bark, and the sight
of him steals my breath. Gone is the immortal power that once wrapped around
him like a cloak. Gone is the beast that lurked beneath his skin. He looks...
human. Impossibly, wonderfully human. But his eyes still hold that fierce
determination I've come to love, even without their immortal shine.

"How
touching."

Blackwood's
voice cuts through the moment like a blade. He steps from the shadows, sword
drawn, that familiar cruel smile playing on his lips. "The mighty High
Lord, reduced to this. Tell me, how does it feel to be weak? To be
nothing?"

I try to step
forward - there's still magic singing in my blood, wild and ancient from our
communion with Mother's Dance. But Tamlin's hand on my arm stops me.

"Stay
back," he says softly. Not a command, but a request. Through the fragile
remains of our bond, still clinging on like a thread of hope, I feel his love,
his certainty. This is his fight.

"You
still think you can protect her?" Blackwood laughs. "Look at
yourself. You're not even Fae anymore. Just a man. A mortal. Nothing."

But as Tamlin
turns to face him, I see something Blackwood doesn't. Yes, the immortal power
is gone, the beast surrendered to save us all. But in its place burns something
else - something purely, perfectly human. Courage. Love. The strength that
comes not from magic but from choosing to fight anyway.

The sword
lying beside a fallen soldier catches morning light as Tamlin lifts it. The
movement is different now - no supernatural grace, no inhuman speed. But
there's surety in his grip, determination in his stance.

"Come
then," he tells Blackwood quietly. "Let's see what nothing can
do."

The clash of
steel on steel rings through the clearing. Without Fae speed and strength,
Tamlin moves differently - each motion considered, precise, drawing on
centuries of battle knowledge even if the immortal power behind it is gone. 

Then I feel
it, soft as a breeze. Our bond pulses faintly between us, a whisper now instead
of a roar, but I don't need its strength to read his determination.

"Is this
what you wanted?" Blackwood taunts as his blade sweeps in a vicious arc.
"To be weak? Powerless?"

Tamlin
parries the strike, but I see the effort it costs him. Sweat beads on his brow
- something I've never seen before. His breathing comes harder, muscles
straining against the physical demands his immortal body never had to consider.

But there's
something beautiful in how he moves now. Something purely, perfectly human.

"He's
not weak." The words escape me before I can stop them. "He's choosing
to fight anyway. That's real strength."

Blackwood's
laugh holds no humour. "Still corrupted, I see. Still believing in
monsters." His blade finds Tamlin's shoulder, drawing first blood.
"Don't worry, sweet one. Once I finish with your beast, we'll cure you of
these... delusions."

I feel
Mother's Dance's magic stirring around us - not responding to Tamlin anymore,
but to something else. To the way these ancient grounds recognize truth,
perhaps. Or to the way morning light catches on steel and sweat and mortal
determination.

Tamlin says
nothing, conserving his breath as he fights. Each movement speaks of
adjustment, of learning these new limitations in the midst of battle. When
Blackwood's blade comes too fast, he doesn't try to match that speed anymore.
Instead, he redirects, uses his opponent's momentum against him. Fighting
smarter instead of stronger.

"I
expected more of a challenge," Blackwood sneers as they circle each other.
"The mighty High Lord, reduced to this pathetic-"

His words cut
off as Tamlin's blade slides past his guard, drawing a line of red across his
ribs. Not a killing blow, but first blood answered for first blood.

I feel
Tamlin's grim satisfaction. Not triumph - he knows better than to celebrate too
early. But certainty, perhaps. The knowledge that even without magic, without
immortal strength, he can still fight. Can still protect what matters.

More soldiers
appear at the clearing's edge - Blackwood's personal guard, weapons drawn. But
before they can intervene, another figure bursts through the trees.

"Blackwood!"
Graysen's voice rings with command. "Stop this!"

My brother
stands with sword drawn, but not pointed at Tamlin. Instead, he faces
Blackwood's men, preventing their interference. When did he...? How long has
he...?

"Stand
down, boy," Blackwood snarls, not taking his eyes off Tamlin. "This
doesn't concern you."

"Doesn't
it?" My brother’s voice carries that quiet steel I remember from childhood
confrontations. "I saw what you really planned. Saw the orders you gave
about the weapon. This was never about protecting humanity. This was about
power. About control."

Something
shifts in Blackwood's expression - triumph or madness, I can't tell. "Of
course it was about power. It's always been about power. About putting
creatures like him in their proper place - beneath us. Where they belong."

"My
lord," Graysen's voice cuts through the tension. "Stand down."
The words carry authority earned from years of military command. When
Blackwood's men hesitate, torn between their orders and the young commander
they've trained under, my brother's grip tightens on his sword. "I won't
ask twice."

Blackwood's
laugh holds an edge of madness. "You'd defend them? After what they did to
your sister?"

"Did to
me?" I straighten, feeling Mother's Dance's magic pulse beneath my feet.
"You mean saved me? From you?"

But Tamlin
takes advantage of Blackwood's distraction. His blade moves with brutal
efficiency - not Fae grace anymore, but something harder. More human. More
real. Blood sprays as he scores another hit along Blackwood's arm.

Blackwood
snarls, retaliating with a series of strikes that would have been child's play
to dodge with immortal reflexes. Now Tamlin can only block, each impact
shuddering through his mortal frame. I see the cost in the way his arms shake,
the sweat darkening his shirt, the harsh rhythm of his breathing.

"Look at
you," Blackwood taunts. "Already tiring. Already weak. This is what
you chose? This pathetic mortal existence?"

"I chose
her." Tamlin's voice comes rough with exertion. "I chose love. What
did you choose, Blackwood? Power? Control?" His blade catches morning
light as he shifts stance. "How's that working out for you?"

Mother's
Dance's branches whisper overhead, golden leaves spiralling down around the
combatants. Though our bond feels gossamer-thin now, I don't need its strength
to read Tamlin's intent. To see the trap he's laying with those seemingly
clumsy steps backward.

Blackwood
takes the bait, pressing forward with a triumphant smile. "I chose
victory. I chose-"

But his next
step lands on those fallen leaves. His foot slides, just for a moment, and
Tamlin moves.

The strike
isn't powered by supernatural strength or speed. Just preparation, timing, and
the perfect understanding of how to use an opponent's momentum against them.
Blackwood's own lunge carries him straight onto Tamlin's blade.

For a moment,
everything stills. Then Blackwood looks down at the steel protruding from his
chest

"Impossible,"
he whispers. "You're nothing now. Nothing but a man..."

"Yes."
Tamlin meets his gaze steadily. "Exactly that. A man choosing to fight for
what matters." He twists the blade. "A man choosing love over
power."

Blackwood's
body crumples to the ground as Tamlin pulls his sword free. Through our faint
bond, I feel not triumph or savage satisfaction, but simple completion. An end,
written not in magic and power, but in mortal blood and mortal choice.

The remaining
soldiers lower their weapons as Graysen steps forward. "It's over,"
my brother says quietly. "The weapon, the corruption, all of it. Stand
down."

Tamlin turns
to me, and even without immortal grace, even covered in sweat and blood and
mortal weakness, he's never looked more beautiful. More real.

"Together?"
he asks softly.

I take his
hand - warm now with human heat instead of Fae power. "Together."

Above us,
Mother's Dance's branches dance in a wind we can't feel, golden leaves still
falling like blessings around us. And somewhere, in that space between twilight
and dawn, I swear I hear the Mother's voice one last time.

WELL CHOSEN,
she whispers. WELL FOUGHT. WELL LOVED.
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Tamlin
The first
breaths he’d taken as a mortal man still burned in his lungs like fire. 

The aftermath
of battle feels different through mortal senses. Every ache burns sharper,
every wound demands attention his immortal healing would have dismissed – he feels
the copper taste of blood in his mouth, the trembling in muscles unused to true
exhaustion, the thundering of a heart that will now count down finite days
instead of endless centuries. But there's something pure in this pain -
something real.

Evelyn's
hands find him in the chaos, steadying him as his knees threaten to buckle. 

"Careful,"
she whispers, and the word carries new meaning. He is breakable now. Mortal.
Real.

"Is
this..." His voice comes rougher, more human. "Is this how it always
feels for you? Everything so..."

"Alive?"
A small smile touches her lips. "Yes. Every moment precious because it's
fleeting."

He looks down
at where Blackwood's blood stains his mortal hands. The victory feels different
too - not the savage satisfaction of the beast, but something more complex.
Pride and exhaustion and a strange kind of peace.

Around them,
the battle's chaos settles into aftermath. The sounds hit his altered senses
differently - cries of the wounded more affecting now that he truly understands
pain, celebrations more poignant now that he grasps the true cost of survival.

Mother's
Dance towers above them, its branches swaying with magic he can no longer
command but somehow still feels. Different now. Like music heard from a
distance rather than played beneath his skin.

The High
Lords gather slowly in Mother's Dance's shadow, their power crackling against
his now-mortal skin like storm fronts meeting. He feels their presence
differently too - not as rival predators anymore, but as forces of nature given
form. Rhysand's star-scattered darkness. Helion's solar fire. Tarquin's ocean
depths.

Their faces
show varying degrees of shock, curiosity, and something that might be respect
as they take in what he's become.

Rhysand is
the first to speak. "This…" The usual mockery in his voice has been
replaced by something more contemplative. "This is... unprecedented. You
willingly chose mortality."

"The
power didn't die with your transformation," Helion muses, studying
Mother's Dance with scholarly intensity. "It merged with the land itself.
Fascinating." His golden power reaches out, testing the air like a
physicist examining an unprecedented phenomenon. "The magic has returned
to its original state - wild, untamed, belonging to no single ruler."

"Spring
Court needs a High Lord," Kallias says quietly. "The power must have
a wielder, a channel. Without it..." He gestures to where corrupted magic
still scars the edges of their territories. "The boundaries between realms
grow dangerously thin."

Tamlin's hand
finds the pommel of his borrowed sword - human gestures for human comfort.
"I know."

He feels
Evelyn's steady presence beside him. Not the overwhelming connection of before,
but something softer. Something mortal hearts can hold without breaking.

"Lucien,"
he says, the name carrying centuries of friendship and trust. "The power
should pass to you."

His former
emissary goes very still. "Tam..."

"You
understand these lands. Understand what they need." Speaking requires more
breath now, more effort. But the words come easier than they ever did with
immortal power burning through his veins. "You've earned it. A thousand
times over."

But Lucien
shakes his head slowly. "I can't. My path lies elsewhere." His gaze
drifts toward the human lands. "And I think... I think Spring Court needs
something different now. Something new."

"The
land itself holds the power," Helion says thoughtfully. "Perhaps...
perhaps that's exactly as it should be. A court truly wild and free, shaped by
the seasons themselves rather than a single ruler's will."

Tamlin feels
the truth of it settle in his mortal bones. All those centuries trying to
control Spring's wild magic, trying to cage what was meant to be free...

"A
council then," he suggests. "Not to rule, but to guide. To
protect." His eyes find Lucien. "You'll help?"

"When
needed. When called." A slight smile touches Lucien's lips. "But I
think you still have wisdom to offer, even without immortal power. If you'll
stay?"

Stay. Such a
simple word. Such an impossible choice once, when pride and power drove his
every decision. But now...

He turns to
Evelyn, sees his whole world reflected in her eyes. "What do you
think?"

"I
think," she says softly, "that Spring Court could use advisors who
understand both mortal and immortal hearts. Who know what it means to choose
love over power. We are the land between both Fae and human realms. So should
its rulers be."

The High
Lords exchange glances - some amused, some thoughtful, some still wary of this
unprecedented change. But no one objects.

"Then
it's settled," Rhysand says, shadows dancing around him. "Spring
Court enters a new age. Wild and free as it was always meant to be."

Tamlin feels
something settle in his chest - not the weight of power anymore, but the
rightness of choice. 

He may no
longer command Spring's magic, but standing here between immortal power and
mortal love, he finally understands what it means to truly belong to these
lands. Not as master, but as guardian. Not as High Lord, but as something rarer
- a man who chose love over power, and found something greater in the
surrender.

***

Later, when
the others have gone to see to their own courts' needs, Tamlin leads Evelyn to
a quiet grove where Mother's Dance's power runs sweet and deep. His mortal legs
tire more quickly now, but every step feels more real somehow. More precious.

"Do you
regret it?" she asks, fingers tracing the new scars Blackwood's blade
left. Scars that won't heal with immortal speed anymore. "Choosing this?
Choosing..."

"You?"
He catches her hand, marvelling at how his mortal heart races at her touch.
"Never. I spent centuries being powerful. Being immortal. Being..."
He searches for the right words. "Being less than what we are now."

"Mortal?"
A smile touches her lips.

"Whole."
He draws her closer, letting himself feel everything with these new human
senses. "Do you know what immortality does? It makes you forget how
precious each moment is. How beautiful." His fingers trace her cheek,
memorizing every detail. "I'd rather have sixty years of this - of real,
human love - than centuries of power and emptiness."

She leans
into his touch, and he feels her understanding through their changed bond. Not
the overwhelming connection of before, but something deeper. Something truer.

"We'll
grow old together," she whispers. "Watch the seasons change. Watch
Spring Court heal and grow wild again."

"Together,"
he agrees, and the word holds everything he never knew he needed. Everything
power and immortality couldn't give him.

Mother's
Dance whispers overhead, golden leaves spiralling down like benedictions. And
somewhere in that twilight space between mortal and immortal, he swears he
feels the Mother smile.













  
    
    Unknown
    
  




  

Epilogue
Autumn paints
Spring Court in shades of amber and gold for the first time. Though the High
Lord’s power no longer enforces eternal Spring, wild magic still runs through
the land like sap through ancient trees, untamed and free. Mother's Dance rises
against the morning sky, its branches heavy with leaves that never fully fall,
caught in that moment between summer's end and winter's beginning.

Tamlin
watches from the manor's restored balcony as another group of returnees arrives
through the main gates. Former servants, soldiers, courtiers who'd fled during
darker times - they come home to a changed court, to a land where magic belongs
to no single ruler but to the seasons themselves.

His muscles
ache pleasantly from yesterday's work in the gardens. Manual labour - something
he'd never known as High Lord - has reshaped his mortal body, leaving him lean
and strong in different ways. The sword at his hip carries new scratches from
daily practice, each mark earned through sweat rather than immortal grace.

"The
kitchens are chaos," Alis announces, appearing beside him with her usual
quiet efficiency. "Cook's beside herself trying to organize meals for all
the new arrivals." A smile softens her wooden features. "It's good
chaos, though. Like before. But better."

He
understands what she means. The manor buzzes with life again, but it's
different now. Warmer. More real. Servants don't bow quite so deeply anymore,
though respect remains in their eyes - not for immortal power, but for the
choices that led them here.

"The
council meets this afternoon," she continues. "Lucien arrived an hour
ago. He's brought news from the human lands."

Tamlin nods,
watching a group of children play in the gardens below. Their laughter carries
up to him, free and unafraid - something that would have been impossible in the
old Spring Court. One small girl stops to press her hands against the trunk of
an oak, and he swears he sees golden light flicker between her fingers.

"They're
not afraid anymore," he says quietly.  

"Because
there's nothing to fear." Alis follows his gaze to where the children
play. "The land remembers what you chose. What you gave up. It teaches
them a different way."

Beyond the
gardens, he can see the slow but steady work of reconstruction. Not just of
buildings, but of trust. Of community. The council - a mixture of Fae and human
advisors - guides rather than rules. They protect the borders, maintain
relations with other courts, ensure the wild magic stays free without becoming
dangerous.

And through
it all, Mother's Dance pulses with that ancient power he'd surrendered. Not
lost, as he'd first thought, but transformed. Given back to the land itself,
the way it was always meant to be.

Movement in
the garden catches his eye - Lucien walking the paths with Evelyn, his
fire-bright hair in complement with the autumn colours. They pause near a rose
bush that blooms out of season, white petals tinged with gold at the edges.
These strange blooms appear more often now, as though the land itself can't
quite decide whether to follow normal patterns anymore.

"The
Night Court sends their regards," Alis says, a hint of amusement in her
voice. "Apparently Rhysand still can't quite believe you prefer council
meetings to High Lord powers."

"Rhysand
never understood that power isn't everything." But there's no bitterness
in the words anymore. That ancient rivalry has faded like old leaves, replaced
by something approaching respect. “But then, maybe I didn’t either.”

Below, Evelyn
kneels to help one of the children plant something in the soft earth. Through
their changed bond – that subtle whisper of belonging - he feels her
contentment pulse like a second heartbeat. Her fingers press into the soil and
for a moment he swears the whole garden brightens, as though the land itself
responds to her touch.

These little
moments of magic appear more frequently lately. Flowers blooming in her
footsteps. Vines curling toward her voice when she sings. The wild power he’d
surrendered seems to have found its own way of staying close.

"The
summer solstice festival preparations are underway," Alis continues,
though her knowing eyes follow his gaze to Evelyn. "First one since...
well. Since everything changed."

Since he
chose love over power. Since Spring Court transformed from a High Lord's realm
to something older. Something truer.

"Will
you need anything special for the ceremony?" she asks.

He shakes his
head, still watching Evelyn in the garden. She's showing the children how to
speak to the roses, how to ask rather than command them to grow. The flowers
lean toward her like she's their own private sun.

"Just..."
He pauses, considering. "Make sure there's music. Lots of it."

Alis's smile
carries centuries of understanding. "Of course. Though maybe warn the
musicians that the roses tend to join in when she sings. Nearly gave poor Bron
heart failure last week when the whole garden started humming along."

Tamlin feels
his lips curve up - mortal smiles come easier now, more genuine than any he'd
managed in immortal form. "They're remembering what magic used to be.
Before High Lords and territories and power struggles. When it was wild and
free and..." He searches for the right word. "Joyful."

A burst of
laughter draws their attention back to the garden. One of the children has
crowned Evelyn with a circlet of those strange golden-edged roses. The flowers
seem to shimmer in her hair, and for a moment she looks like something from
that twilight between mortal and immortal - beautiful and real and perfectly,
wonderfully alive.





***

When the sun
begins to set, Tamlin finds her in the music room. The space has been restored
like the rest of the manor, but differently - instruments arranged in casual
clusters rather than formal rows, windows left partially open so birdsong can
join whatever melody is being played. A place for music to be free rather than
contained.

She sits at
the newly restored piano, fingers dancing across keys that somehow stay
perfectly tuned despite the open windows and changing weather. The song she
plays feels like autumn itself - gentle and golden and full of subtle magic.

"The
council meeting went well?" she asks without stopping her music.

"Mm."
He moves behind her, letting his hands rest on her shoulders. Simple touch -
something he appreciates more with mortal senses. "Lucien says the human
territories are settling. The weapon's corruption is almost completely
reversed." His thumb traces patterns against her skin. "Though he
spent most of the time trying to convince me to visit the Day Court's
libraries. Apparently Helion has theories about what's happening to the
land."

The magic, he
means. The way Spring Court seems to be healing itself in strange and wonderful
ways. How roses bloom out of season and trees whisper songs and nothing quite
follows the rules anymore.

She leans
back against him, her music shifting to something sweeter. He feels her
contentment, her joy, and... something else. Something new.

"Maybe
we should visit," she says softly. "There are things we should
probably research. Things we should... understand."

Something in
her tone makes him still. "Evie?"

She takes his
hand from her shoulder, guiding it down to rest against her stomach. For a
moment he doesn't understand - then realization hits like sunrise breaking
through clouds.

"Are
you..." His voice comes rough with emotion. "Are we..."

She turns on
the piano bench to face him, and the smile she gives him outshines every drop
of magic he's ever known. "I wasn't sure at first. But the land..."
She gestures to where roses have begun blooming along the windowsill, white
petals edged in impossible gold. "It's been trying to tell us. Show us.
All this new life, all this growth..."

His knees
give out and he sinks to the floor beside the bench, his hand still pressed
against her belly. Through their bond, he feels it - the tiniest spark of new
life, of possibility, of love made real in the most ancient of ways.

"A
baby," he whispers, and his voice holds more wonder than it ever did
commanding immortal power. "Our baby."

"Are you
happy?" she whispers, her fingers threading through his hair. "Even
though the child will be..."

"Perfect,"
he finishes for her. "Mortal and perfect and ours."

Through their
bond, he feels her relief, her joy, and that bright new spark of life growing
within her. All around them, the music room seems to hold its breath -
instruments humming softly in their cases, roses continuing to bloom along the
windowsills as though the land itself celebrates with them.

"I never
thought..." He presses his forehead against her knee, overwhelmed by the
intensity of feeling his mortal heart can somehow contain. "In all my
immortal years, I never imagined..."

"What?
Fatherhood?"

"Happiness,"
he says roughly. "Real happiness. Not power or control or..." He
lifts his head to meet her gaze. "Every day I get to feel things wearing
this mortal skin... it's more vivid, more real than centuries of immortal existence."

She cups his
face in her hands, and he leans into her touch. "Tell me."

"I feel
everything now. Every ache, every joy, every moment..." His hand splays
across her stomach again. "Knowing our time is finite makes it all more
precious. Knowing our child will grow and change, knowing we'll grow old
together... it's better than any magic I've ever known."

One of the
roses detaches itself from the vine and drifts down to land in her lap. Its
petals shimmer with that strange golden light they've noticed more and more
lately - not quite magic as the Fae know it, but something older. Something
wilder.

"We
didn't lose the magic," she says softly, lifting the rose. "It's
just... different now. Like it's choosing to stay close in its own way."

He watches
the flower seem to pulse with gentle light in her palm. "The land
remembers," he agrees. "What we gave up. What we chose instead."
His other hand finds hers. "Sometimes I think I feel it - not like before,
but..."

"Like a
song just out of hearing?" She smiles. "Like spring sunshine under
your skin?"

"Yes."
He kisses her palm where the rose still glows. "Though I thought I was
imagining it."

She shakes
her head, that smile growing. "I've seen it, you know. When you're not
paying attention. Little moments when your eyes catch the light just
right..."

As if in
response, he feels something stir beneath his mortal skin - a whisper of wild
power, a ghost of the beast that had been part of him for so long. Not enough
to change him, not anymore, but enough to remind him that some choices leave
beautiful scars.

"Look,"
she whispers.

He turns
toward the window, catching his reflection in the glass. For just a moment, his
eyes flash pure gold in the dying light.

Then it's
gone, leaving him mortal and real and perfectly, wonderfully human. But the
promise lingers - in the roses that bloom out of season, in the land that
remembers what they sacrificed, in the new life growing beneath his palm.

Spring Court
may have lost its High Lord, but it has gained something better. Something
truer.

Not all
broken things can be mended. But some, in growing back wild and whole again,
could become stronger than ever before.

***                 

Tamlin wakes
before dawn the next morning, his mortal body still learning the rhythms of
human sleep. Evelyn curls against him, one hand resting protectively over her
stomach even in slumber. Through their gentle bond, he feels both her presence
and that bright spark of new life, like twin flames keeping his heart warm.

The manor
settles around them, creaking and sighing as it always has, but differently
now. Not with emptiness and grief, but with the quiet contentment of a home
well-loved. Somewhere below, early risers begin their day - the sounds of
kitchens coming alive, of guards changing rotation, of life simply continuing
in all its beautiful mortal patterns.

He slips from
bed carefully, not wanting to wake her. The morning air carries the crisp bite
of late autumn, but as he moves to close the window, something makes him pause.

Mother's
Dance rises against the predawn sky, its eternal leaves catching starlight like
captured magic. But there's something else - movement in the garden below. A
massive shape, golden as sunrise, padding silently between the roses.

The beast.
His beast. Or perhaps just the land's memory of it, taking form in these quiet
moments between night and day.

It lifts its
head to meet his gaze, green eyes shifting to gold and back again. Not a
threat, not anymore. Just a reminder that some choices echo forever in
beautiful ways.

The shape
dissolves like morning mist as the first true light breaks across Spring Court.
But Tamlin smiles, touching the windowsill where new roses have bloomed
overnight - white petals edged in impossible gold, like promises made real.

Behind him,
Evelyn stirs. "Come back to bed," she murmurs sleepily. "It's
cold without you."

He returns to
her warmth, gathering her close as dawn paints their room in shades of rose and
honey. Her fingers find his face, tracing the smile he no longer tries to hide.

"What is
it?" she asks.

"Just
thinking," he says softly, 