
        
            
                
            
        

    

Small lines of text curled deliciously around the page, leading through a decadent city, a torturous romance, a wicked betrayal. Molly’s hand traced the intricate pattern of runes that interlaced and surrounded the illustration of the temptress, Floret Shade, and she became distracted from her reading, smiling as she studied the long golden hair that seemed to float on the wind and mingle with the folds of her gown. Such a rich gown, beaded in an impossibly complex design that one would likely never even notice, considering how the bodice, cinched unfeasibly tight, presented her bosom. And, as if the display were not enough, the pale skin was dappled with droplets of jewels that glistened in the twilight, ensuring her prey would be ensnared. But, despite that abundance, the rest of her was thin, excruciatingly beautiful, and petite. Bare feet drifted over the ground, unbearably tiny and ethereal. But not fragile, not weak. Molly sighed as she rolled over, hopelessly yearning for that sort of strength and beauty.
 
   She felt the cool grass beneath her skin and became aware once more of the passage of time. It was nearing dark and if she didn’t return quickly, her father would skin her. She tucked the book into her satchel and hiked up her skirt to run through the tall grass.
 
   “Molly Mayanne!”
 
   His sharp tone cut through her daydreams of fairies and she froze, forgetting for a good half minute to drop her skirt back down. He stared at her furiously.
 
   “Father.” She struggled for a moment, deciding whether to come up with some sort of explanation. But she couldn’t know if he was angry about the late hour or something else she’d done (or forgotten to do). She settled on a brief, “Hi,” and a smile.
 
   It was the wrong choice.
 
   He grabbed her arm to haul her back toward the village, chastising her the entire way about wasting time on foolish tales of fairies and magic when there was work to be done. She hoped he didn’t see her roll her eyes, but after a few more steps, her temper got the best of her. She jerked her arm free and glared at him. “I am certain you don’t intend to let the neighbors see you treat me this way,” she spat as she straightened her arms flat against her sides and stomped the remainder of the way back.
 
   He followed her at a brisk pace and shut the door firmly behind them before starting up again. “Molly, a young woman cannot be traipsing around the forest as you do.” She stared blankly at him, wondering how much longer the scolding would carry on. “You have to see, a lady must protect her virtue.” She snickered; her virtue had been lost long ago, when she was but six and ten, to handsome John Black under the shade of the heart tree. The apparent lightheartedness on the subject of her virtue infuriated her father. 
 
   “Molly, it is time to choose a husband.” 
 
   She bit down hard against the words that would come and he saw her defiance. 
 
   “Past time.”
 
   The insult stung and she stewed for a long while after he left her alone in the cabin. And then, eventually, she began to prepare their dinner and her mind wandered from the resentment she felt to consider the various options available to her. Joseph Black, John’s older brother, was a farmer and she could imagine herself only too quickly in a muck smeared apron, carrying slop to the pigs or on her hands and knees tending the crops. Or James Black, their cousin, who’d earned his living hunting and trapping. Would he expect her to skin and tan hides? She’d missed her chance with John, he’d long since married another as he seemed unable to forgive her for kissing one of the Baker boys. She couldn’t even consider the preacher, who’d made his interest in her quite plain, without giggling. No, she couldn’t see herself with any of them. And that was how she'd ended up without a husband so late in her years. She wanted more.
 
    
 
   When her father returned late, he seemed in unusually high spirits (especially considering Molly had allowed his dinner to get cold). As he sat at the table, she eyed him suspiciously from her chair in the corner of the room. She would have dismissed herself to her room but she was in the middle of the tale of Bonnie Bell and, no matter how often she’d read it, the story made her skin crawl. Her father finished his meal and stood, humming a cheery tune as he carried his dish to the basin, dipped it in, wiped it dry, and returned it to its place on the shelf. Molly sat up.
 
   When he spun, she saw the grin sneak across his face. “No,” she declared immediately.
 
   He threw up his hands and all mirth dropped from his features. “Molly, there is no reason-”
 
   “No.” She crossed her arms as defiantly as she could manage.
 
   “Are you not even curious-”
 
   “Fine.” She stopped him again. “Who?”
 
   He sighed and settled back into the chair, bracing himself with a forearm on the table. “Jackson Redding-”
 
   Her gasp of horror shut him down a third time. Jackson was more than ten years her senior, and those years had not been kind. She knew her father would not allow her dismissal on such vain grounds, so, heated, she chose another argument. “He’s married thrice.”
 
   “He is widowed,” her father insisted, “and you would be his third.”
 
   “His third widower,” she shot back, “is that how you would see me?”
 
   He stood to face her. “I would see you married before my years are over and no one remains to care for my only daughter.” His declaration deflated her and she stared at the floor as he continued, “Jackson has made an upstanding offer and I urge you to consider it.”
 
   She didn’t respond and, after a moment, he went to his room. She felt guilty, and relieved the conversation was over, and distraught about the entire matter, until she heard him stop just outside his door. She froze.
 
   “And if you refuse the offer, you will inform him yourself.”
 
    
 
   The next morning, guilt had her up early. She hated spending long days inside, sewing and mending and such, so she pulled down a basket and headed out to pick berries. As often happened when she set out with good intentions, she ended up lying on the creek bank, perusing the collection of fairy tales, empty basket at hand. Her father had advised her that by simply leaving the book at home, she could avoid such issues, but she’d thought him ridiculous. She would never abandon something of such importance; she carried it with her everywhere, even sewing a hidden pocket in the back of her gown. It had been well aged when she’d found it and though she endeavored to keep it well, the pages were tattered and worn. She had drifted from those pages, imagining a life among the magic and dreams told within, when a sharp sound pulled her from her reverie.
 
   She glanced around but couldn’t determine what it was because of the babble of the creek. She stood, narrowing her eyes at a motion a short distance away, and followed the sound, leaving her basket and book in the grass. As she approached the dark mass, its movement increased dramatically and she could see that it was a small animal, frantic now at her advance. It seemed to be caught among some weeds and abandoned fishing lines near a shallow on the other side of the creek. She stepped closer to the bank and leaned forward, trying to judge the depth. There was no way she could cross at that point, but she was fairly certain there was a rocky area a little further down. She’d never actually crossed there, she wasn’t even allowed to be this far out. The ball of fur whined and she realized it was a pup.
 
   Excited now, she ran down the bank, searching for the rocks, worrying the entire way whether the pup had been abandoned by its mother, or supposing she was hidden away in the brush, wondering if there were more pups, contemplating whether her father would allow a mutt to run the village. When she saw the rocks, she leapt in, not bothering with searching for the best path. She splashed across and nearly fell, but managed to only soak the hem of her skirt. When she reached the far bank, the pup called out again and she was off.
 
   He shuddered and yowled as she came close. She put her hands up in a calming gesture and slowly stepped forward. It was too much, he struggled violently and pulled free of the tangle. She followed him, aiming to grab his body from behind, but he was fast and her boots were slick. She slipped twice and muddied her skirt and apron before righting herself and starting after him again.
 
   They ran and ran. The poor little fur ball was exhausted and he finally gave, dropping onto the fallen leaves with an exaggerated sigh. Molly approached this time in a lowered stance, crawling the last few feet. She crouched and watched him for a long while. When his breathing finally slowed, she leaned forward to her knees and then her belly as she lay on the forest floor beside him and reached out tentatively to touch him.
 
   He was so soft. She was amazed by the feel of him and took to petting the silky fluff, cringing at the few bald spots he’d created by tearing free. She cooed, and it only took a moment before he warmed to her, nuzzling his little black nose against her arm and inching closer.
 
   They lay in the shadow of the trees for some time, until the pup became restless again and began to whine. Covered as he was in fluff, she could feel the bones of his ribs, the narrowness of his stomach. Slowly, she stood, taking him in her arms to carry him home, regardless of her father’s likely reaction.
 
   It only took three steps to realize she didn’t know which way was home. She hadn’t noticed how far they’d come in the chase, so far that she’d lost the sound of the creek. She glanced around and, clutching the pup to her chest, headed toward what appeared to be an opening in the canopy of trees. If she could get out of the forest, she could find the creek and her path.
 
   But when she reached the clearing, she was encircled by trees. She narrowed her eyes, a challenge to the dark forest, and headed back in, determined to find her way back. 
 
   Nearly an hour later, she realized someone was following her.
 
   It had crept up on her, that feeling of being watched, that sensitivity to the softest noises at her every turn. She slowed, forcing herself to only glance back momentarily, not to run. There was nothing there but trees and shadows. She breathed deep as she turned back to continue, and then froze.
 
   Standing casually in her path was the most terrifying, beautiful... creature in existence. He could not but be a creature, for he was no man.
 
    
 
   Riven stood before the human girl, waiting for the instinct of flight to kick in. He looked her over as she stared blankly back at him. Her skirts were caked with mud, her hair a tangled mess. Filthy humans, he thought as he tried to estimate her age. No more than one and twenty, he was fairly certain, old enough for breeding stock at any rate. She was thin but her hips appeared adequate, sufficient bosom. Well enough, he decided. As his eyes returned to her face, he took in her expression, saw the coy smile, the flush of her skin. She was flirting with him.
 
   She lowered the animal she held to present herself more fully. He closed the distance, grabbed her arm and yanked her toward him, her face contorted only a moment before smoothing as she pressed into him. He recoiled, moving her back by her upper arm.
 
   She glared at him, understanding now that her advance was unwanted. “Well, you’re the one gaping at me,” she huffed, indicating her chest with a glance.
 
   He stared at her, baffled, as she struggled to release his grip. He had never understood these creatures, but she was the oddest of the lot.
 
   “Remove. Your. Hand,” she demanded firmly.
 
   “Calm yourself,” he instructed in as even a tone as he could manage. She did just that, crossing her arms and slanting a hip. It seemed surprising she had accomplished the posture, given that one arm was solidly in his grip and the other held a young dog.
 
   She raised her brow, both questioning and challenging him at once.
 
   He allowed himself a small nod; she would do just fine. There was no doubt Lord Asher would be pleased.
 
    
 
   And Asher had been pleased. The girl had not even required persuasion. It seemed she took in everything, understood the whole of it, and accepted gratefully her place in the matter. The only emotion appeared to be pride as she gladly accepted the honor a king offered to bestow her.
 
   It was effected quickly and before the next moon they were crossing the hidden passages again, Riven, the blissful human girl, and her unborn child. They rode for days, stopping often in consideration of the fragile condition of the girl.
 
   Riven nearly smirked at the thought, knowing full well her condition wasn’t the concern. His lord had wanted this child above all others, certain the girl’s stubbornness and bizarre outlook were somehow a sign of what she would produce. Had Riven any question about the idea, it was quashed by his orders to hide her in their most secure location.
 
   He was a faithful warrior; he had never challenged his king. But this commission was testing him.
 
   “And he will be strong,” Molly carried on, her posture so different from that of the girl he’d found in the southern forests. Her tone was haughty, as if she’d been born a crowned head. “I’m certain his eyes will be hazel, as my father’s are.”
 
   Riven scanned the clearing, using all of his senses in the search.
 
   “Ah, my father,” she continued, “he has no idea of my good fortune. I have often wondered what transpired there after I left. Had the villagers searched far enough, they would have found the muddy prints on the far bank.” She paused to consider their reaction, sure they’d be convinced she had run off after her father's demand of marriage. But she didn’t relish the thought of him in pain. She forced a laugh. “No, I’m certain they found my book of tales and decided the fairies spirited me away.”
 
   Her hand fluttered in the air and Riven resisted the urge to break her fingers.
 
   They stopped and he dismounted his horse, pulling his pack with him. Molly stared pointedly at him until he assisted her down from her own. When he pulled her pack down as well, he snapped a command at the horses and they crossed the clearing in a trot, then disappeared into the trees.
 
   “Why did you do that?” she demanded.
 
   “We continue from here on foot.”
 
   Molly’s mouth fell open in shock, but she quickly schooled her features. Not long, she thought, not long and I will be treated as a queen. She unwrapped the shoulder sling at her side and helped the small pup down for some exercise. She’d not given him much attention over the last weeks, though he’d been her only real companion. The elves seemed pleased to have her, but they weren’t exactly sociable. Until she had a child, she was certain the pup was her only source of true loyalty. 
 
   When she looked up, Riven threw her a hunk of dried meat. The pup bounced excitedly, so she slid it into a waist pocket to eat later, where she could discreetly share with him. 
 
   Without a word, Riven began walking. Molly picked up the pup, wrestled him back into his carrier, and pressed her forearm against the bag to settle him as she hurried to catch up.
 
   He had a long stride.
 
   They walked for nearly an hour before the exertion began to be too much for Molly. She pushed the hood of her cloak back and the chill breeze prickled the damp skin of her neck. She tilted her head back and flapped the material of her blouse to let the wind reach more skin.
 
   The sky was beautiful, blue and endless. A hawk circled lazily, far above them. Molly stumbled on a rock and brought her eyes back to the ground to watch her footing. Riven hadn’t seemed to notice, but the pup at her side groaned at the disturbance of his nap.
 
   A dull thump sounded a short distance to her right, but before she had a chance to look, she walked into Riven’s back. He’d stopped in his tracks; he was looking toward the noise. Molly's eyes followed his. Her head cocked to one side as she realized it was the hawk. It had fallen out of the sky.
 
   Suddenly, she was jerked off her feet as Riven started to run. He had a death grip on her; she wasn’t able to look behind them. When she looked forward, there was nothing but a tree line in the distance. She had no idea where they were going, what was happening, but Riven’s reaction spiked unadulterated fear in her.
 
   And then he stopped running. His chest heaved as he dropped Molly to her feet beside him. He released his grip on her but she stood, frozen. Riven stared on as they were descended upon, his arms and shoulders braced.
 
   The first to approach were ethereal, tall and thin, silvery robes beneath their cloaks. Molly stared at them in awe. They stopped several feet away and spoke to Riven. But Molly couldn’t focus on their words because she’d seen two wolves in the distance. Beasts.
 
   There was a commotion in front of her, low, angry words, and she turned back to find more elves confronting Riven. The newest arrivals were warrior-like, with the same otherworldly beauty as Riven. Dark hair and eyes, strong, muscular builds. She might have mistaken them for more of Asher’s guard, except she’d seen no other address Riven as they did now.
 
   Two cold words escaped one particularly large elf and she meant to focus on him, but Riven had dropped beside her. Her eyes fell to him, but there was nothing but a lumpy pile of material where he’d stood.
 
   His cloak.
 
   Face ashen, mouth agape, she looked back to the gathered mob, certain of her doom. Their grim faces reinforced that theory and she swallowed hard, eyes wide. She felt the breeze hit her face one last time.
 
   “Stop!”
 
   For a moment, Molly thought the voice was her own. But it wasn’t. She found the source of the command, staring back at her with the same shocked, fearful expression she wore herself.
 
   She was a small, striking woman, but mirrored Molly in only age and stature. Her hair was dark, her eyes lush green. There was something about her that wasn’t quite human, Molly thought. And then, she realized the force with which the very large, very strong elf was holding the woman back. Molly’s gaze fell on his face then, as he stared down at the dark beauty. His jaw was tight, he nearly seemed to be in pain. And then he nodded. Molly recognized it as a command to one of the other elves, and she steadied herself for her assured fate. The breeze picked up again, a gust of wind hitting her square in the face, stealing her last breath.
 
   She thought she heard a whispered “no” as she closed her eyes.
 
   And then nothing happened. It may have only been moments, she’d lost all track of time since Riven had started running, but she opened her eyes to find the pair again. His eyes searched the woman’s face, and she seemed to be asking him for something. Begging.
 
   After a long instant, he turned from the woman, face hard, and gestured to one of the others. Calling off the order.
 
   Molly gasped in air, her knees weak, her hands trembling. Her frantic gaze fell back to the woman just in time to see her flushed skin go pale, her eyes roll back into her head. Dimly, she recognized the woman was having a seizure, or maybe fainting, and thought the same might come of her shortly. She lowered herself to the ground, shaking, but couldn’t keep her eyes off the band of elves. They surrounded the woman, a wild redhead and the elf that had held her back earlier were holding the woman, easing her violently quaking body to the ground. No, definitely not fainting, Molly thought. The redhead looked worried, but the other, the elf whose expression had been so severe before, his face melted into pain as he stared at the woman. He pulled her from the redhead, cradling her trembling body in his arms to calm her. It was a restraint. It was an embrace.
 
   Molly’s breath caught. She realized she was crying.
 
    
 
   She realized she was alive.
 
    
 
   It was some time before Molly’s brain began to operate properly again. She knew she had been moved, she was mildly aware of the goings on around her, but the passage of time had become fuzzy. When she’d rested, been settled onto a blanket, been given a canteen, that was when things started to clear up again. She couldn’t say it was a sense of security. After weeks with Asher’s guard, she wasn’t that naive. But she didn’t think they planned to kill her. Not immediately, anyway.
 
   The elves had assembled a camp, built a fire, and paced around. A lot. Molly had been watching them without realizing she’d been doing so, slowly grasping what was happening around her. The tall, white-haired elves were no longer in the camp. The rest, the large, frightening one, the wiry one that seemed to be always moving, and the handsome, cheerful one, appeared to be doing what Molly’s father had called “busy work.” The other handsome, definitely not cheerful one and the redhead were sitting by the dark-haired woman, who had yet to recover. Those two had barely spared Molly a glance, except when the redhead occasionally shot her an accusatory glance, though Molly couldn’t understand exactly what she was being accused of.
 
   She knew they’d killed one of Asher’s head guards. She didn’t dare let on her purpose, why she’d been with Riven, or that it had been voluntary. But they hadn’t asked, either. In fact, they had barely spoken to her at all.
 
   A grumbled complaint came from the bundle at Molly’s side. She pulled the last of the dried meat from her pocket and slid it toward the pouch. The pup’s head poked out, anxiously sniffing until it located the source in Molly's hand.
 
   She started when someone approached her. She looked up from her spot on the blanket to see the tall, handsome elf. The cheerful one.
 
   As he stared down at her, or rather at her pup, Molly realized maybe cheerful had been a stretch. He was indeed smiling, but a slow, sexy smile. She glanced quickly to the other handsome one, the one watching the dark-haired woman, and decided she’d have to stick with Cheerful and Not Cheerful, as both were exceedingly, unnaturally, attractive. The group spoke little and had yet to call each other by name. She wasn’t about to ask.
 
   A low laugh escaped the elf beside her and her eyes automatically returned to him. She would have to try to quit gawking. 
 
   He lowered himself to squat, and reached out to roll a hand over the pup’s head. This caused the young dog to feign back and then bounce excitedly. He was playing with her pup. A nervous laugh bubbled up from Molly’s chest and she nearly choked on it. 
 
   “What do you call him?” The elf’s eyes connected with her own as he spoke and she lost her voice, her breath, for a moment.
 
   “I... Uh, I don’t have... Haven’t named him yet.” There. She’d gotten it out. She’d been in the company of elves for weeks, had grown accustomed to at least those of Asher’s guard who didn’t outwardly show their distaste toward her, but she’d been certain this new group would cut her down as they had Riven. It had taken a toll on her confidence. 
 
   Cheerful was watching her. 
 
   His smile had the slightest twist to it, just one side, and she wondered if he was amused. “Well, it seems he should have a name. Do you think?”
 
   Molly nodded, still not quite able to return a grin.
 
   “We shall work on that,” he said confidently. 
 
   She decided that did not sound like something someone would say if they were planning to kill her and the tension in her chest released with a long sigh.
 
   He noticed. But, before he had a chance to comment, Molly’s attention was drawn once more across the camp to the other woman. 
 
   Molly realized then that she’d heard Not Cheerful and the redhead talking to the dark-haired woman in low tones, just about since when Cheerful had settled beside her. Just about when the others had stationed themselves closer to her. The woman had woken and, apparently, wasn’t very happy about something. There was a bit of commotion, and then, suddenly, the redhead had a hold of the woman’s wrists as she and Not Cheerful glared at each other. At this point, Molly considered renaming Not Cheerful “Murderous Rage.”
 
   Cheerful cleared his throat, a decidedly un-elf-like noise from what Molly had gathered, and spoke again, as if to distract her. “He will be quite large,” he said as he raised one of the puppy’s heavy paws. Molly had noticed this before, as well as the dog’s ravenous appetite. When his paw was released, the pup raised both again in an attempt to regain the elf’s attention. Cheerful rolled easily to his hip, kicking a bent leg out and leaning over to an elbow beside the pup, who took this action as a great victory and leapt toward the elf’s outstretched hand for more play.
 
   Molly laughed, familiar with the pup’s antics.
 
   “How does Rollo fit?” Cheerful asked, almost to himself. “No, no. Fredrik.”
 
   Molly scrunched her nose.
 
   Cheerful laughed. “Not Fredrik, then. Dranson?”
 
   The pup snuffed, as if he held great disdain for the name.
 
   He tried again. “Flufferby?”
 
   “That’s ridiculous,” Molly giggled.
 
   He smiled. “You should call him Giggles, he seems to have that effect on you.”
 
   She shook her head. “Snickers.”
 
   The elf smirked and she suddenly had the oddest suspicion. None of the elves she’d met had been so casual. And here he sat, creating silly names for her pet. Not even asking her name. Not giving his own. Not any of theirs.
 
   She looked toward the others. Something about each of them seemed to push Molly’s gaze to fall on the woman. The woman with constant protectors. It reminded her of Asher. His guard.
 
    
 
   The next day, the group was quiet as they departed camp. The horse Molly had been given was calm and steady, so, though she hadn’t spent much time ahorse, she was able to relax and take in her surroundings. She didn’t recognize anything. The ground was damp, but too peppered with rock to be muddy. The air was chill, the mountain looming behind them, black and ominous. A heavy fog hung near its top, clouding the sun and adding to the air of threat. Molly pulled her cloak tighter around her and shifted the pouch to cradle the pup in front of her.
 
   She realized the wiry elf was watching her. Being watched wasn’t unusual for her as of late, but it was generally Cheerful, not the others, none of whom seemed to like her. At all. She looked back at the elf for a moment, lean and handsome, an inexplicable quickness about him, even in stillness. His skin was flawless, his eyes as dark and rich as the bark of the roca pine. He wore a wary expression, saturated with distaste, and Molly averted her gaze. She knew he had an easy smile, she’d seen it. But it was only for the redhead.
 
   Cheerful rode up beside Molly just then, acknowledging her with a nod. She beamed back at him. She couldn’t help it.
 
   He appeared to bite back a smirk. “Are you faring alright with the mount?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Molly gushed. “He is a handsome steed. My father would pay a pretty coin for such a stud.”
 
   Abruptly, Wiry choked on a laugh and kicked his horse to pick up the pace. Molly looked to Cheerful, who seemed to be openly laughing at her. She didn’t appreciate being made fun of, though she had no idea what she’d said wrong. And the memory of her father caused a stab of guilt. With this, her feathers were ruffled and she purposely guided her horse away from Cheerful, impatiently willing Asher to finally come for her. For his child.
 
   It was the one thing she clung to. He would come for her. He had to come for her.
 
   And then, early one evening, things changed. They had stopped well before nightfall, as they often did, to make camp. Molly had a suspicion the group was worried about the dark-haired woman. She seemed to need so much rest, she seemed... unwell. Not that she looked it. Truth be told, Molly was quite envious of her unnatural beauty. But there was something not quite right about her. And the others hovered around her surreptitiously, as if they expected a catastrophe at any moment. The woman didn’t appear exactly graceless to Molly, but in comparison to the agility of their company, she might possibly understand their concern.
 
   The woman sat across the fire from Molly, and, as usual, Cheerful settled in beside Molly, angled between her and the others. As a general rule, Molly tried to avoid looking directly at the woman. But, every now and again, she caught sight of her face and recognized some of her own emotion there. A fierce determination. A confidence that belied her size. Only this woman carried more. Behind her eyes was chaos and fury.
 
   The redhead noticed Molly’s attention had fallen on the woman and intervened. She stepped before the fire, circling the flame as she spoke. She told of fairies, great tales of wondrous places, and Molly was mesmerized.
 
   Every eye was on the redhead, and she clearly relished the attention. Her gaze fell in succession to each in her audience as she moved, a clink of metal, a wisp of material accenting every passage. The fire licked at the air behind her, as if dancing to the melody of her words, as if even the flames were entranced by her story.
 
   Molly was enchanted, the yarn a dull thrum as her gaze fixed on the slither of the blaze. Sudden raucous laughter broke her trance, and she blinked, her eyes dry. Coming back to herself, she glanced around again at the elves.
 
   Cheerful was watching her. He smiled, and this time Molly could believe it was genuine.
 
   “She has a way with words,” he said.
 
   “Yes,” Molly sighed. Her eyes roamed the camp again, in wonder at the world she had stepped into. A world right out of her books. A world to which she had only dreamed of belonging. Her gaze fell unintentionally on the dark-haired woman, and she considered what her role could be in all of this. She clearly mattered to the group. Could there be some reason other than her own purpose for being involved? 
 
   “And where’s your pup, Sunshine?”
 
   Molly smiled absently at him before starting to turn back to her contemplation of the woman. She jumped when he reached for her.
 
   He leaned in as he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, whispering conspiratorially. “Don’t see much blonde around here.”
 
   For the first time in years, Molly blushed. 
 
   And then the fire exploded. For a moment, Molly thought the dark-haired woman was burning, that the explosion had thrown flames onto her. But, as everyone in the camp stared at the woman, waiting, Molly realized it was nothing of the sort.
 
   Molly’s mouth opened for a moment, closed, opened as she struggled for words. The woman. Flames had burst from her hands. She was unharmed by them. The woman had magic.
 
   She was no mere woman, Molly realized, staring after the dark beauty as she and her male companion walked from the camp. When they were nearly out of sight, Molly turned to Cheerful, who was still watching the couple. She couldn’t quite make out the emotion on his face, but he seemed to snap out of it, suddenly turning to Molly. She knew the questions were clear in her expression, and she saw the same signs of displeasure appear on Cheerful’s face that her father had worn in all the years since she’d turned eight. It made her smile.
 
   Something in his eyes gave her the courage to ask her questions. “She isn’t human.”
 
   He stiffened slightly, answer enough for Molly.
 
   “You protect her,” she continued.
 
   Without warning, the largest of the elves was standing in front of them, the abrupt halt of his boot throwing small chunks of dirt onto Molly’s blanket and skirt. She looked up uneasily to find he was staring not at her, but at Cheerful. He stood slowly, casually, and Molly found herself staring up at them, Cheerful’s substantial frame suddenly dwarfed by this massive one. She felt a tingle run up her arms.
 
   And then the wiry one was there. “We should discuss this elsewhere, I believe.”
 
   Molly was momentarily lost, she’d not seen a discussion. The giant didn’t spare a look at her before turning from Cheerful and leaving the camp with Wiry.
 
   Molly watched them. They were heading in the direction of the dark-haired woman and the other, the one who, no matter where he stood, watched her. The one who wore the tortured expression each time she slept. Her watcher. Her protector.
 
   Yes, Molly thought, this will be what awaits my son. He will be powerful. He will be protected. He will rule.
 
   The idea stopped Molly cold. Why were they protecting this woman? Asher was the ruler of the North. He had told her so himself. These elves had killed Riven. Asher’s guard. And they surrounded this woman as if she were a treasure of highest consequence.
 
   At first sight, Molly had almost thought the woman human. But she wasn’t. She had magic.
 
   She had a guard.
 
   Molly started when Cheerful spoke beside her and had to tuck away the implications for later. “Pardon?”
 
   “Dinner,” he repeated, gesturing with a small hunk of meat.
 
   The pup launched himself toward it, quick as a whip, but too slow for the reflexes of an elf. Molly laughed, not only at the attempt, but the absurdity of her situation.
 
   “Yes,” Cheerful said, “Snickers is an apt name for the tiny beast.”
 
   They sat in companionable silence as they ate, and the others returned. The woman was rubbing circles on her temples, her gaze trailing the ground. Molly stole the opportunity to examine her face.
 
   She would have said her features were sharp, if she’d never seen an elf. And she was unearthly, her beauty dreamlike, even in pain. Molly categorized this as well; she hadn’t seen any sign of ache from any other elf in all her time with them. With the exception of torture, she amended, but she didn’t like to think of those incidents. And then there was the look the woman’s watcher wore. Though it was much like torture, Molly thought.
 
   Her gaze automatically flicked to him, and her chest clenched as she realized he was staring at her now, not the woman. Not Cheerful, indeed. She immediately bowed her head, staring at her lap as her fingers curled tightly into the blanket beneath her. Not today, she thought, don’t kill me today.
 
   Asher would come for her. For his child. He had to.
 
   The dark-haired woman slept fitfully that night, but Molly did not think of her. She gave the fire her back and stared into the trees, watching the flames throw shadows like demons. She would live. Her son would live.
 
   By dawn, Molly had slept little. The others were awake, nearly always awake, waiting for the woman. Molly didn’t miss that the massive elf and the wiry elf had positioned themselves near, and seemed to remain so afterward.
 
   They rode further, the portentous darkness of the mountain a constant backdrop. She was never allowed alone, but the redhead did escort her from the group each day for some privacy.
 
   It was on one of these occasions she knew for certain.
 
   The redhead stayed near her, and though she gave Molly a few lengths’ retreat, there was no question she’d be caught if she intended escape. Molly’s skirts were gathered as she walked through tangled brush and she saw the redhead become slightly distracted, staring into a copse. Molly might have been more interested in what she saw next if they hadn’t made her wait so long for this break. The redhead deftly scaled one of the trees, disappearing into the foliage.
 
   Molly had known the elves were fast, nimble... not human, but she was always surprised to see it demonstrated. She shook her head as she raised her skirts higher and lowered herself behind the brush. She heard voices and froze, afraid of someone walking up on her.
 
   But they hadn’t known she was there.
 
   “The girl is dead weight.” It was a deep voice, strong and low.
 
   “It won’t matter once she’s back, none of this will matter.”
 
   Molly couldn’t be sure who was speaking... Massive and Wiry? It couldn’t be Cheerful, he’d never spoken with such loathing.
 
   “He gives her too much. She does not have the capacity for this decision now.” 
 
   There was a muffled thump, almost imperceptible, but it caused their conversation to halt.
 
    
 
   Silence.
 
    
 
   Molly nearly raised up then, but she heard one more comment. “It is right. You know that well.”
 
   She heard the clink of metal and stood, hastily straightening her skirts, to find the redhead walking toward her. Behind her were the shadows of three large figures moving toward the horses. Molly looked up, speculating whether she was crazy for thinking the redhead had dropped from the trees into their conversation.
 
   Their conversation about dead weight.
 
   “Come.”
 
   The redhead gestured and Molly nodded, her mouth dry. She swallowed hard and stepped through the brush. He would come for her. For his child. He would.
 
   They rode on. When they stopped for the day, she numbly took a seat on her blanket.
 
   Some time passed before Cheerful spoke. “You are quiet this evening.”
 
   He made a comment about her wicked pup and grinned. She tried a smile but faltered. She felt a little ill.
 
   “Are you well?” Cheerful asked, reaching up to lightly stroke her cheek, checking for heat.
 
   In spite of it all, there was heat; a flush tore through her at his touch. He grinned wickedly at her response.
 
   Suddenly, she lost all sense of balance. Her eyes floated for a moment before coming back to Steed. She swayed. Wait, who was Steed? Her eyes closed tight against the dizziness. And then she blacked out.
 
   When Molly woke, they surrounded her. They helped her up to sitting, seeming to care whether she was sound. It would have made her feel better, except they seemed exceedingly concerned with her condition. Unnaturally so. But Molly didn’t know what to do with that. She didn’t know what to do with any of it.
 
   Something was wrong.
 
   The feeling stuck with her. They left her be for some time and then, later, Cheerful returned to his place beside her. He’d been toying with the pup, but without warning came nearer.
 
   His proximity brought Molly from her daze, his tone this new, odd distress. “Feeling well, Sunshine?”
 
   Her mouth was dry. She licked her lips while searching for words.
 
   “Something to drink, then?”
 
   Unintentionally, Molly’s eyes found the dark-haired woman’s across the camp, met those dark emeralds and caught in their violent depths. Cheerful murmured something as he leaned forward to reach the canteen on the blanket behind her.
 
   Molly knew it wasn’t an advance. She absolutely understood what was happening. She thought. But, for some reason, seeming of its own accord, her arm swung full force as she slapped him across the face. She thought him an ass for one moment, and then swayed.
 
   Her vision fluttered and she squeezed her eyes shut, determined to control it. When she was certain she’d regained herself, she opened them again. She found him. Staring at her. Not going to be calling him Cheerful now, she thought. He didn’t look like he was going to kill her. Not that they ever did, she reminded herself.
 
   She quickly opened her mouth to apologize, and then saw the puffy red welt and the offending hand flew up to cover her mouth. Had she hit him that hard? Molly was no maid, she had slapped men before. But playfully, she had never struck with such force, her hand had never followed through as she'd seen the boys do when they came to blows. Her palm still tingled from the contact, stung even.
 
   “Are you well?” her victim asked in a level tone.
 
   Her hand fell from her mouth but she was yet unable to find words. He waited, staring into her eyes as if examining her.
 
   Once, Molly had slipped from her room to walk in the moonlight after a fine spring storm and found a field of freshly turned soil, dark with damp. She thought his eyes were richer than that brown; she thought she might get lost in them. They narrowed on her.
 
   She cleared her throat. “Yes,” she croaked. “Yes, I think I am well.” She tried to appear remorseful.
 
   He nodded, and then stood to join Wiry.
 
    
 
   Molly was quiet after that. They all were. They rode several more days and she silently prayed for Asher. Come for me, she thought, come for me now. Something is wrong.
 
   She had been sick twice. The first day, without inquiry, the redhead had offered her a preparation, but Molly only slid the powder into her pocket. She was wearing down, though, and when they passed a pond late one afternoon, Molly’s stomach revolted against the scents.
 
   The redhead appeared to notice her discomfort and gestured to Wiry, who suggested they stop for camp. Cheerful helped her from her horse and she leaned heavily against him for a moment, breathing deep against his chest. He felt sorry for her, she thought, for no real reason. And then she steadied herself and nodded, determined to overcome it.
 
   But her resolve could only get her so far. It wasn’t long after, she was hands and knees in the cool grass as the redhead stood over her, watching her retch with neither sympathy nor distaste. She must have seen it coming, for she had practically dragged Molly from the camp only shortly before the convulsive heaving started. 
 
   After some time, there was nothing left. Molly cautiously raised to her knees, wiping her mouth with the back of her trembling hand. The redhead waited as Molly ran her fingers through her hair and smoothed her bodice, and then helped her to her feet, not releasing her arm until she was certain the girl could stand.
 
   Molly took a deep breath and then nodded, shaking her skirts out but not daring to bend over to straighten them properly. The redhead offered her a tonic but she waved it away. She took a deep breath and indicated she was ready.
 
   The redhead looked skeptical. But before she had a chance to say anything, her head cocked a fraction and she went still. The action reminded Molly oddly of a dog. And then the redhead’s posture changed suddenly, and it only added to the effect.
 
   It caused Molly to recall her pup and she glanced down to find him at her skirts, sniffing what she hoped was only earth.
 
   She didn’t feel like carrying him, but the redhead had scooped him up, pushed him into the pouch, and slung it over Molly’s shoulder before she had any opportunity to protest. Shortly, she was being pressed quite forcibly out of the trees and into the clearing where they had camped.
 
   Instantly, Molly knew something was wrong. The clearing was silent as Cheerful and Wiry stood near the center, backs to her. They were standing in front of the dark-haired woman, protecting her. The woman stared on between them and Molly’s gaze followed.
 
   Her heart skipped as she saw a cloaked figure in the distance with Not Cheerful. Asher, she thought, come for me. Her knees gave a fraction but she caught herself. The redhead didn’t seem to notice, only holding her firm grip on Molly’s arm.
 
   And then the cloaked figure turned and Molly could see golden curls from under the hood. It was a woman. Not Asher.
 
   She felt sick. Her hand automatically fell to her stomach. He had not come for her, for his child.
 
   The newcomer’s head flicked toward Molly then, her eyes hard. Molly stared on and could see the dark-haired woman between them turn to look at what had the newcomer’s attention. There was confusion in her gaze, and then Molly heard a low voice, a muttered curse, she thought, before the woman’s eyes unfocused and rolled back into her head.
 
   Molly was still watching the woman as she fell back and was caught by the two that protected her, when the cloaked figure appeared before her, speaking two more words and sending Molly into blackness.
 
    
 
   She was confident she’d been out for days when she finally came to. Her limbs were weak, her mouth parched, her stomach hollow...
 
   Molly jerked upright despite the fatigue, her hand instinctively finding her stomach.
 
   “There, there,” a soothing voice purred from beside her. She jumped and cursed, curving her arm protectively around her middle. “No harm will come to you, child,” the woman assured her.
 
   Molly stared, working to clear the muddle of her mind. The woman waited patiently as Molly took in her surroundings, the small room with makeshift cot, blankets, supplies, food, all doing their part to calm her. She took a deep breath and continued to scan, her eyes finally focusing on the woman, falling over her light cloth pants, her deep brown shirt, narrowing on the golden wisps that fell around her face.
 
   “What did you do to me?” Molly seethed when she recognized the woman as the cloaked figure from the camp.
 
   “I have not harmed you,” the woman replied coolly.
 
   Molly felt her eyebrows raise.
 
   The woman remained composed, merely shaking her head.
 
   Molly took stock. She guessed she wasn’t hurt, only ill as she had been before the incident. But she was pissed. Her mouth opened to hurl accusations at her captor, but before she could speak, a sharp pain sliced through her side.
 
   She cried out, clutching a hand to the source. The woman reached toward her and Molly wrenched away.
 
   “It is not I who cause you this pain,” she said, indicating Molly’s stomach.
 
   Molly could not respond, only breathe through clenched teeth as she waited for it to pass. The woman tried again, but Molly didn’t fight her.
 
   “How long?” she asked as she slid a warm hand against the curve of Molly’s waist.
 
   Molly didn’t answer.
 
   “You are only hurting yourself, child.” She pressed two fingers below Molly’s ribs and the pain dulled and then subsided.
 
   Molly’s panting quieted and she lay back against the pillows. She would not trust this woman.
 
   She lay still, her breathing settled, as the woman sat silently beside her.
 
   “Why did you take me?” Molly eventually asked. 
 
   “Many reasons, child.”
 
   Molly sat up, angry again. “Stop calling me child.”
 
   The woman looked doubtful. There was a slight twist to the corner of her mouth but Molly couldn’t tell if she was mocking her. She had a gorgeous smirk, if that was what it was. Her lips were the same flushed pink as her cheeks and her eyes seemed to sparkle. Like shattered glass in the sun. Like light catching ripples in water...
 
   Molly shook herself, unsettled.
 
   The woman smiled then and the change in her face took Molly’s breath. She was a vision, ethereal and strong.
 
   “Who are you?” Molly whispered. 
 
   “Juniper Fountain, daughter of Elerias.”
 
   “Are you,” Molly swallowed, “a fairy?”
 
   Juniper snorted. It was very peculiar.
 
   Molly was suddenly embarrassed. “You’re just how they described them is all. And you’re so different than the others. And, well, I’ve never met one, so how would I know?” she huffed.
 
   Juniper’s smile faded. “Yes.” She was silent for a moment, and then recalled herself.  She'd never get what she needed like this. She forced a mild smile. “Ahh, but dear, I saw you with the fire fairy.”
 
   Molly stared at her blankly. A fire fairy? She recalled the illustrations from her books, remembered the descriptions of the wicked red ones, the flicker of the flames. The redhead. How could she have been so oblivious?
 
   “Shit,” she said, startling the woman. All her life she’d wanted to meet a fairy. This one had watched her pee.
 
   Molly realized she’d gotten sidetracked. “So, you’re an elf?”
 
   Juniper nodded. “I am of the Order of the Light Elves.”
 
   “And the others?” Molly asked timidly.
 
   “Dark, of the North.” She could see the question in Molly’s eyes. “You should be glad I have taken you. They would have disposed of you.”
 
   Molly nodded absently. She’d expected as much. But now it seemed she was further from Asher, for he was Lord of the North. “And what will you do with me?” she asked.
 
   “Help you,” Juniper answered.
 
    
 
   The days turned to weeks and Juniper did help her. But there was only so much to be done, and Molly’s condition deteriorated quickly. Molly had seen women ill while carrying before, she had helped with some of the villagers when needed. She knew this was not such an illness. This was something else. Something was wrong.
 
   She had been suffering from tremors, plagued with strange sensations, once as if she were floating, occasionally as if she were afire. Juniper had eased the pains for the most part, but these odd impressions were unsettling. And they were getting worse.
 
   Juniper had stopped leaving her alone, though. At first, she’d depart for one or two days, leaving Molly with supplies and powders, tonics and instructions. It had taken Molly a few weeks to realize the trips would come after questions of her travels, details of her captors, particulars of surroundings she’d remembered.
 
   But she hadn’t gone lately. Molly couldn’t be sure whether it was because of her state, or because Juniper had accepted that Molly had no idea where to find Asher. It couldn’t be called trust, the bond she had developed with Juniper, but she had no other option but to rely on the woman. Molly knew there was more, so much that she did not understand, but she had to stay alive for Asher. For her son.
 
    “Drink,” Juniper insisted. “The fevers are burning your fluids off.”
 
   “I’m not being stubborn,” Molly maintained, “you know I will not keep it down.”
 
   “Drink,” she repeated.
 
   Molly scowled.
 
   Juniper laughed, a sound that had been noticeably absent of late.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Molly asked, piqued.
 
   “Nothing, child. You simply remind me of someone.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Only someone I used to care for. Someone of your age.”
 
   Molly saw a shadow pass over Juniper’s face. “Where is she now?”
 
   A kind of hum escaped Juniper. “She is in between at the moment.”
 
   Molly assumed that must have been an elf term.
 
   “Ah, Freya,” Juniper mumbled absently as she refilled her own glass.
 
   Molly froze. The action caught Juniper’s eye and her gaze narrowed on Molly.
 
   “I know of her,” Molly whispered. The words came of their own accord. “She is his.”
 
   Juniper’s jaw went tight, her eyes to ice. “You know nothing.”
 
   Molly jerked up, ready to fight, but the action caused a tremor.
 
   It was a bad one. Her throat constricted for a moment, and then her skin began to burn.
 
   Juniper grabbed her arms. “Calm yourself. Breathe. Remain still.”
 
   Molly felt her head shaking. No, no, no. This was wrong. It shouldn’t be like this. Something was wrong. Fire and razors tore through her midsection, her hands went numb. Panic-stricken, she looked to Juniper.
 
   “I cannot help you, child. There is nothing to be done.” Every word was sincere, sympathetic.
 
   Molly only had one question, and it was clear.
 
   “The child will live,” Juniper answered. 
 
   But you will not.
 
   Pain ripped through Molly, her body convulsed, and then she was granted one moment of reprieve to gasp for air. She was suddenly soaked with sweat and began to shudder violently before the cold turned back to fire. Every inch of skin was ablaze, every hair a needle, every breath an ache so severe to not breathe would have been relief. But she could not give.
 
   She forced each breath, thankful for the pain. The pain meant she had not surrendered.
 
   Her chest rose from the cot in a spasm and then she fell back, grinding and twisting uncontrollably against the torture. Tears flowed from her eyes and her mouth tasted of copper. Her fingers clutched at the blanket beneath her, searching for purchase, something to pull herself up.
 
   Juniper pressed her back. “Be still, child, be still,” she murmured.
 
   Molly convulsed again, gagged, and then bore down as the knife pain cut through her once more.
 
    He’s not coming, she thought. He’s not coming and it will be too late.
 
   Her hands found her midsection and she pulled air through her nose, biting down on the agony to force words through clenched teeth. “You have to find him.”
 
   Juniper brushed the damp strands of hair off Molly’s face without responding.
 
   “You have to find him,” she repeated. “Take my son to him.”
 
   Juniper did not answer, but Molly could see her doubt through the haze of tears.
 
   “He will not come in time,” she explained. “I am his favorite. His chosen. My son will be king.”
 
    
 
   Juniper stared down at her. His favorite. How long had this been going on? How many more were there?
 
   Mother save you, Freya, she thought, there will be an army of them.
 
    
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
    
 
   Please look for book three in the Frey Saga, Rise of the Seven
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