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            Chapter One

          

          ETHAN

        

      

    

    
      I’d believed I’d die many times, but in this particular circumstance, I’d never been so convinced my fate was sealed.

      I shivered on the cold stone floor and laid my back against the wall, trying to gain a bit of warmth from the dirty straw they’d supplied as my bed. The puddle in the corner that had formed from the water dripping from the ceiling had frozen over to ice. Even the rats, numerous as they were in this dungeon, had remained curled in their nests on this particularly cold day.

      I’d never felt more chilled in my life than I did in that winter cell below the royal palace. The noxite cuffs around my ankles and wrists prevented me from using any magic, from changing into my wolven form, or from using my shifter heat to warm my body.

      I was alone now. All the other prisoners had been moved to different buildings, so I’d have no one to talk to. As Elijah put it, no one to help me escape.

      After spending a lonely Christmas and the last two weeks in this damp prison cell, I was at my wit’s end. I hadn’t spoken to anyone since I’d been tossed down here. Elijah had declared my betrayal to the crown to all of Malovia, then thrown me in a prison cell without any more word of my fate except that there would be a public trial, and justice would be delivered.

      I wasn’t sure when I’d be called in to court. Elijah was keeping my trial date a secret, no doubt to torment me, as I was certain.

      I didn’t even know what day it was. I’d lost track when they began withholding food in an attempt to get me to confess.

      I wouldn’t admit to anything I’d done, whether it was true or not. A confession would only make it that much easier for my cousin to execute me, and although I knew there wasn’t much hope in avoiding my fate, I wanted to make the process as difficult as possible for him.

      The guards had stopped torturing me a few days into my imprisonment. It was clear to them I wasn’t going to crack, and their efforts were a waste of time. I’d been abandoned, left to languish with only the interruptions of my one daily meal to provide any break in the lull.

      The solitude and the silence was far worse than the beatings. I’d prefer for the guards to start wailing on me again rather than continue to be alone, with nothing but my own haunted musings to entertain me. Even if I bled, at least it’d be some sort of company.

      There was a sizzling sound in the hallway in front of my cell, like embers hitting the ground. Blue sparks appeared before my cell door and began spinning outward. I watched, barely processing as a portal bloomed in front of me. I blinked, mind dumb as the portal expanded, and a woman stepped out.

      Her mane of red hair instantly caused me to feel a sense of relief. Her scent washed over me, and it made my form tremble. I desired to break down and weep at the sight of her. She was my mate, my goddess, my temple, and I longed to bow before her and worship her very presence. I had been cast into hell, but she was my savior, and just her presence gave me a bit of reprieve from the heavy doom that’d settled inside. I was all right now, so long as my mate was here.

      As the portal vanished behind her, Emma stared at my face, tilting her head in unsure observation.

      She didn’t recognize me. I’d been beaten so badly the bruises had massed around my face and made everything dark and swollen.

      When her eyes connected with mine, her face twisted, and she fell to her knees in front of the bars. “Oh, Ethan, you look horrible.”

      “I’ve been better.” It was the most optimistic thing I could say about the situation. I reached my arms through the bars and grabbed her, bringing her as close as my cell would permit. The bars separated us, but at least I could touch her— feel her skin, run my fingers through her hair. If the gods had permitted me one last blessing, it was to see her face and be in her presence.

      I hadn’t seen Emma since we’d parted the night of the Winter Hunt. Each hour apart from her was equal to an eternity. Now I didn’t care that I was imprisoned. Emma was here, and that was the only thing that my soul craved.

      Emma’s green eyes roved over me, and tears began to drip from her lashes. She was carrying a small canvas bag, which she placed aside as she reached out to me. Emma wiped some of the dried blood away from underneath my eyes and wept. “How could they do this to you?”

      “Don’t mind that. It’s all right.” She took away my pain. I could barely feel it.

      “It’s not.” Emma sniffed. She ran a hand through my hair, and I almost died with delight. How had I not noticed before how exquisite her every movement was? Each trail of her fingertips over my skin seemed precious.

      “How did you get in here?” There were wards all around the palace, preventing the use of portals on royal grounds.

      “Kiara found a way to put a hole in the ward, but it won’t last long. I only have ten minutes before it closes up again,” Emma flustered.

      “You shouldn’t be here. If Eli finds out you’ve damaged the ward⁠—”

      She put a finger to my lips. “Don’t worry about him. I’m here to save you.”

      “Save me?”

      “Yes. I’m getting you out of here.” Emma pulled out of my arms, and I felt my heart break. She backed away to the wall, gathering a battle orb in her hands. “Stand back.”

      I didn’t bother to move. Emma flung her orbs at the bars. When they connected, they immediately fizzled out. Emma’s eyes grew wide with fear. She flung orb after orb at the bars, to no avail. When they refused to break, she rotated her arsenal, casting every spell she knew on the lock, the door.

      Nothing had any effect on the noxite. Emma began crying harder, and her hands shook in a panic.

      “Emma, it’s no good. The bars and the lock are made of noxite. Your magic won’t have any effect on them.”

      “I… I can make a portal that opens inside the cell,” she said, thinking of flustered solutions.

      “It won’t open,” I said wearily. “I’m boxed in by noxite. Magic can work in the hallway, but not when it’s cornered by four walls.”

      “I’m not leaving you!” Emma’s voice was bleak with desperation.

      “Please come here,” I begged. “I can’t stand to be apart from you for a second longer. We don’t have much time. I’m pleading with you not to waste it.”

      Emma hesitated, before she gave up and collapsed in front of the bars again. She kept her head down as she cried. I reached out to stroke her hair. It was meant to calm her, though it had more of an effect on me than her. “You’ll be fine, onawilke. No more tears.”

      “Stop comforting me.” Her expression blazed. “You’re the one in trouble.”

      “My problems will soon be over.”

      “Don’t talk like that.” She scrambled to sit upward and grabbed me through the bars again. “This might’ve failed, but we’ll find something, anything.”

      “What will you do, little wolf? How will you stop Elijah, stop Gabby? They’ve already decided my fate.”

      “I will fight Malovia and the whole world if it means saving your life,” she snapped. “I will kill anyone, I will do anything, I will burn this entire city to the ground. There is nothing that will stop me from bringing us together again.”

      I gave a somber smile. She was such a fighter. “I don’t believe even the Seven Gods could save me now.”

      “I can be stronger than the gods,” Emma vowed. “I can become anything if it means saving you.”

      I played with the ends of her hair again, counting the freckles on her cheeks. Her passionate declarations were beloved, but unnecessary. She hadn’t given up, but I had. I merely desired peace, and in Emma’s aura, I received it. I wanted for nothing— I was a happy man.

      “What day is it?” I rasped.

      “January third,” she said.

      I marveled at the fact. I’d lost thirteen days. The semester at Arcanea University would start soon. What I’d give to return to the school that was once my home, and escape this dreary fate.

      Emma reached to the canvas bag behind her. “I brought this for you, just in case I couldn’t— well.” She slipped a red bundle through the bars. I unwrapped it. The bundle contained a roast chicken, a few potatoes and a large bottle of cool, clean water.

      “My grandmother’s cooking,” Emma said. “She blessed it with Unseelie magic— it’ll sustain you longer than normal food.”

      My stomach growled at the sight of it. I was desperately hungry, and thirsty, but I’d eat later. Emma’s presence gave me hope, and I needed her more than I needed food. “Tell your grandmother thank you.” I placed the meal aside and grasped my mate again. “It’s a much appreciated gift.”

      “You must keep our strength up, so you can fight Eli.”

      She wasn’t letting this go, was she? “You know the chances of me getting out of this are slim. The only way I’ll keep my life is if I prove my innocence.”

      “Then you need to win your trial.”

      “He wants to make an example of me. Elijah didn’t hesitate to slaughter Lady Iris and the rest of the Alicorn Court. I’m next to be executed.”

      “I told you I’m not going to let that happen,” Emma growled. “We’ll find a way.”

      “The evidence is stacked against me. They have more than enough to indicate my guilt.”

      “Then we’ll find a way to turn it around against Elijah,” Emma insisted. “Gabby put me up to being the White Rose. I can come forward about that.”

      “Emma, no. I won’t have you get tangled up in all of this.”

      “Don’t you understand that we’re in this together?” She squeezed my arms tightly, and a fresh bout of love flowed from my heart. Gods, it was better than a drug— it was her. “I’ll fight dirty if it means convincing the Circle you need to go free. I don’t think you realize just how far I’m willing to go.”

      Her words made a chill run up my spine, settling in my ribs. They made me think she’d do something crazy, like blow up the court house, or make an assassination attempt on the king and queen.

      If Emma got desperate enough, she’d try. And that’s exactly what I was afraid of.

      “Listen to me,” I said firmly. “You can’t interfere in the court proceedings. You can’t do something insane. Whatever happens, you must back down and let things unfold as they will, for your own sake.”

      “Like fucking hell.”

      Gods, she was stubborn. I was certain it was a punishment to be mated to such a bullheaded woman… and a delirious blessing.

      “If you’re caught trying to help me, especially if you do something rash, you’ll die as well. Then where will the fae be?” I asked. “The best possible outcome would be for you to be exiled from Malovia.”

      “They’ve already shunned me. They can exile me all they want, so long as I have you.”

      “And how will you find the Crystals of Harmony then, hm? Will you kill off an entire race when you’ve failed to unite all the stones in time?”

      “Let the fae die. Just give us a few more years together,” she pleaded.

      “You’re not being rational. Think, Emma!” I shook her roughly. “My life might be on the line, but whatever you’re considering, it’s not worth it.”

      Her cheeks blushed red with fury. “I did not bust my ass all last semester to save you from a demon, just to lose you to your cousin’s wrath. This is the last time you’re going to try and die on me, Ethan Nowak. You’d better prepare yourself if the trial doesn’t go our way, because I swear to Milonna, I will smash this palace down brick by brick before you get anywhere near the execution stage.”

      My mouth ran dry. She wouldn’t give in. And I was terrified what her desperation would wrought.

      And so, I had to save her from herself. If my mate wasn’t willing to give in, neither was I. Didn’t matter if my neck was destined for the guillotine. I’d spend every second thinking of a way out of this, until the blade severed my head from my shoulders.

      “That won’t happen,” I said, as a finality. “I’ll do everything in my power to win that trial. You won’t have to play dirty. I’ll be clever enough to wriggle my way out of this. The Phantom always has before.”

      I ran my thumb over her perfect lips, painfully aware the seconds were ticking by, and each moment gone meant a greater chance she was in danger. “Time’s running short, onawilke. You have to go.”

      “And what if I stay here with you?”

      “I won’t allow it. Go, Emma, please. Before you’re caught down here, and you land in just as dire straits as I’m in.”

      Her boldened expression failed as I ordered her away. I took a few more precious moments to trail my fingers across her face, before she slowly stood up. She entwined her fingers with mine, and cast the spell to make another portal. She didn’t let go of my hand until she took a step forward.

      Emma wiped a stray tear away. “I love you, Ethan. Whatever it takes.”

      Her words bore a promise. Then she was gone. Emma vanished through the portal, and the spinning blue sphere vanished as I was left utterly alone in the dungeon once more.

      Gods, her absence was like a knife that’d been plunged in my chest, then dragged all the way down to my gut, spilling out my insides in the process. I didn’t think anything could be more painful. Instead of succumbing to the agony of her departure, I clung to the memories of the time we’d just shared. Each word she said was precious. I mulled the scene over in my mind, again and again, just to keep myself from going mad.

      I smelled the chicken Emma had brought me, and hunger rolled in my gut. Ravenous, I ate everything Emma had brought me— even the bones. My wolven gut could digest it, and although I’d shun away from such things in any normal circumstance, I needed every calorie I could get.

      I felt depressed as I licked the remaining juices off my fingers. This was what I’d been demoted to. A despondent prisoner that had no more authority over his fate than a pig led to slaughter.

      And I was leading my mate right to it as well. If I had known that this was the result of my vigilantism, I would’ve never put that mask on. I’d foolishly believed the only person who would receive consequences for my crimes would be myself.

      Idiotic. No one had ever said I’d been a smart prince, besides.

      Yet I still had faith. Despite the gnawing anxiety that ate away at my bones, I felt a prod from Luka that my journey wasn’t over yet. My god had never led me down the wrong path before, and though the road ahead might be dangerous and dire, perhaps there was a way out of it.

      I had to believe there was. Not for my own sake, but for Emma’s, because I feared what the outcome would be for her and the entire fae community if there wasn’t.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning came far too early. I’d only gained a few hours of sleep before I heard the creak of the dungeon door, and light spanned my face. I winced and forced myself to sit upward, shielding my eyes from the brightness.

      By the sound of heavy footsteps approaching, someone was coming to speak to me. It was far too early to receive the stale bread and dirty water that the guards served as my measly sustenance. They’d been ignoring me for days. Why in the name of the gods were they bothering me now?

      A tall shadow loomed from overhead. I looked at the darkened frown of the guard standing at my cell door. The expression he bore was impartial and cold. I immediately felt a wriggling in my gut that told me this wasn’t good.

      “Get up,” he said. “King Elijah demands your appearance before the Circle. Your trial begins now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          EMMA

        

      

    

    
      I was tired of two things. I was tired of saving Ethan’s ass, and I was certainly damn well tired of Gabby and Elijah running shit around here. I was the Worldweaver— I was going to put a stop to it.

      “Emma, you’ve barely slept in days. Go back to bed,” Delmare complained.

      It was five a.m. the morning of the trial. My friends and I had been staying at the Slasky house since Ethan had been taken. Stefan’s parents were more than happy to take us in here at the large dragon mansion, but without Ethan sleeping beside me, the bed was bare and cold.

      Stefan and Delmare were at the dining room table, empty coffee cups in front of them. Delmare was holding Stefan’s hands. He looked like he’d been up all night. His gaze appeared just as haunted as mine as I took a seat across from him.

      Stefan had been pretty quiet since Ethan had been put behind bars. If anyone was almost as worried about Ethan as I was, it was him. Stefan considered Ethan a brother. He couldn’t lose him either.

      “It’s no use. I might as well get ready,” I said.

      “The trial’s not for another three hours,” Delmare insisted. “You’ll need your strength.”

      “I can handle it.” I’d been a live wire ever since Ethan had been arrested. Food didn’t have any taste. Sleep didn’t appeal to me. The only thing keeping my shitty immune system going was pure adrenaline and anxiety. I was counting on having a really bad flare up once this was all over.

      And I intended for it to be over quickly. I wasn’t going to let this happen. Ethan wouldn’t set one foot near that guillotine before I crushed the city to the ground.

      Delmare sighed and got up from her seat. She left for the kitchen, and returned with a fresh mug of coffee. She saw the shadows in my eyes and knew what I was thinking. “Em, you promised Ethan you’d give the trial a fair chance.”

      “I’d promised him I’d play along, but we all know how this is going to go,” I snapped at Delmare. “Due process my ass. Eli’s probably sharpening the execution blade himself right now. He can’t wait to use it to cut off Ethan’s head.”

      I began chugging the coffee— it was hot, and burned my tongue, but fuck all if I cared.

      “The entire Circle has to have a majority vote to get Ethan executed,” Delmare reminded me softly.

      “Eli’s got them all in his pocket!” I shouted. I slammed the mug down— a bit of coffee sloshed out. “Aren’t you guys going to do anything to stop this?”

      “Of course we will! All of us will help you,” Delmare said. “But we have to be careful. We can’t bust Ethan out unless we have no other choice. Otherwise, we risk convicting ourselves. I hate to say this, Emma. But your life is more important than Ethan’s. We need you to find the Crystals of Harmony. Ethan said so himself when you went to talk with him.”

      “Fuck the Crystals.” None of this meant anything without Ethan. I finished off the dregs of my coffee, then stood up abruptly to check on Kiara. Delmare didn’t say anything as I stomped away from the table.

      I took a few pauses while I climbed the stairs, but forced myself past the aching in my lungs. The nearest door was slightly cracked open. I poked my head inside.

      Kiara lay twitching on the four poster bed, sweat beaded across her forehead. She turned and tossed, eyes moving rapidly behind her lids as she cried out.

      Alexei was sitting at her side, fully clothed and looking concerned. He barely glanced up as I walked in.

      Kiara was gravely ill. Her magic had put a hole in the ward and enabled me to slip into the palace dungeons by use of a portal, but even keeping the slit open for a few minutes had drastically affected her health. The fae guarding the palace made sure their magic was strong, as well as constant, and it drained anyone who attempted to fight against it to get through. If Kiara had maintained the hole in the protective ward for five minutes more, she probably would’ve been dead.

      As such, she was lying in bed with a fever, face knitted in pain as she fought off hallucinations. She’d been having them once she’d collapsed when I got back from speaking with Ethan.

      “How is she?” I whispered, but there was really no need. She wouldn’t wake up even if I was shouting.

      “I think she’s going through the worst of it now. Hopefully in a few hours, she’ll start getting better,” Alexei said. His eyebrows furrowed as he watched her face.  “She can’t go to the trial like this.”

      “It’s fine. She’s done enough.” Kiara had already sacrificed a lot to try and save Ethan, and though we could use her big brain to make up a plan to get my mate out of this, it felt wrong to ask her for more than what she’d already done. She’d saved Ethan from the demon. I couldn’t ask her to save him from this, too.

      Besides. Her sense of morality would only get in the way if I decided to go bat-shit crazy.

      “I’ll stay with her,” Alexei said, and he wiped a few strands of hair off her face. “In case she wakes up.”

      I nodded. Alexei turned the bedroom television to the local news— the trial would be played live. Although the sun was just starting to rise, people were already gathering outside the courthouse.

      I had to get ready. This was going to be a spectacle, and like any other Malovian event, I had to play the part.

      I went back to my room and turned on the shower. I sighed as the sound of the dripping water echoed throughout the large bathroom, and droplets ran over my back. This house was too big, and it let my nervousness expand and run wild. I wanted something cozy and warm. I longed to go to my grandparents’ house in Dolinska and stay there. Being with family was where I’d wanted to be. Arthur was there. There wasn’t anything I wanted more right now than to be in the company of my twin. He’d understand how I felt.

      But I couldn’t do that, because the moment I’d suggested it to my mom, she’d gone on a tirade about how unfair it was I was spending more time with my grandparents than her.

      Yeah. Thanks, Mom. Her jealousy bullshit is just what I needed, at a time when my mate’s neck was literally on the line.

      And I couldn’t take a speck of more drama than I already had on my plate. Arthur and I had spent an awkward Christmas at my mother’s cottage, which I couldn’t enjoy, because all that time I was thinking about Ethan. We’d managed to make excuses so we could go to Christmas dinner at my grandparents’ house later that evening, though I’d heard an earful about it from Mom the next day how we’d left her lonely on Christmas evening.

      Lonely. Hell, Ethan was far more lonely than she was, alone and cold in a cell on Christmas day. Made me want to cry thinking about it. My grandparents hadn’t said anything about my mother that day, but they could tell Arthur felt torn from my mother’s guilt trip just before we left.

      Fuck. I just wish they could all get along, even if just for my sake. I needed my family behind me right now. Caught in the middle, I’d asked Stefan’s parents for a place to stay the day after Christmas. After spending a tense and quick holiday with their families, all of my friends had returned to the Slasky mansion, where we’d spent the last few days strategizing on what to do.

      Nobody had any ideas on how to rescue Ethan without getting the rest of us killed. My patience had run out. If I had to be reckless, fine. I didn’t need a plan. All I needed was my mate beside me, and I’d kill if I had to, so our love could be a reality.

      I curled my hair and applied makeup before I found a two-piece power suit, blue in color, with a wide-brimmed hat and four-inch heels.  I looked like I was going to a red-carpet premiere instead of a trial, but that was the game. I had to put on the utmost confidence that my mate had done nothing wrong.

      It was close to six when I came back downstairs. By this time, everyone was up, and ready to leave. Delmare poured Stefan more coffee, though he didn’t drink it, and Theodore nibbled at an apple pastry, looking rather green.

      Odette’s pink pantsuit with white flowers wasn’t appropriate for the Malovian High Court, but I didn’t say anything. I barely objected as she grabbed my arm and dragged me to the side, out of earshot of the others. Her mass of blonde curls wiggled as she said, “Emma, I know this is a hard day.”

      “Don’t say that. We might get rid of Eli for good this time, once I shove a spell in his face,” I snarled.

      Her lip quivered. “Emma, the prophecy.”

      “Don’t bring this up.” She’d mentioned it a few times before, yet I didn’t want to hear it right now.

      “I’m only warning you!” Odette hissed. “You know what I’ve seen in my visions. Ethan can’t live if you want to survive!”

      Odette was a seer— a dryca, a fae with druid blood. She could foresee the future, and she’d insisted one too many times that if Ethan survived, it would lead to my death. Somehow, my mate would bring the Hidden King— Elijah Zlodia, the leader of the Black Claw— right to me, and it would cause my demise. It was prophesied that Elijah would one day kill me, and that Ethan would have a part to play in it.

      My words were short. “The hag already foretold my death when she delivered my prophecy. The date’s already growing closer. The hag said I would meet my end before the first of the snow melts away at the end of the fourth winter. This is my second winter at Arcanea University. I’m already halfway through my time!”

      “Yes, but the hag said the Hidden King would be the one to kill you,” Odette pointed out. “According to my visions, Elijah can’t kill you if Ethan isn’t involved, and he can’t be involved if⁠—”

      “If what? If he’s dead?”

      Odette’s lip quivered. “I love Ethan. He’s my friend. But I love you so much more. I’m begging you, don’t interfere in this trial. Otherwise, your death is almost certain. Maybe we can avoid the hag’s prophecy if you listen to mine! ”

      My mouth thinned. “And maybe my death is already meant to be. If it is, I might as well save Ethan. Your visions didn’t turn out like we planned last semester.”

      “We misinterpreted them last time!” Odette insisted. “But in some way or form, they’re always going to come true. I’m not going to let you risk your life for anyone, not even your mate!”

      “Try and stop me.”

      I stomped out of the dining room, and roamed the dark hallway to the main entrance of the mansion. Stefan got up and followed me. My body tensed as he placed a hand on my arm and spun me around.

      “Hold up,” he spoke hoarsely. “You don’t need to lose your head.”

      I gave a sarcastic noise. “Well, if I don’t, Ethan’s going to.”

      “Emma, you can’t flip your shit again.” Stefan’s eyes were dark with worry. “We could barely contain you last time. Another slip up like that, and we’re all fucked.”

      Flashes of memory ran through my mind, though they were muddled and distant. After Ethan had been unveiled as the Phantom on the royal balcony of the palace, I’d completely lost it. I’d screamed my head off— Stefan, Theo and Alexei all had to pile on top of me, to pin my arms to the sides and prevent me from using my magic. I’d nearly broken free of them. I wasn’t sure what my intentions had been, but I figure I must’ve been planning to murder everyone in the area just to get to Ethan.

      Alexei had used his empathy magic to suck all the emotion out of me. He’d worked so quickly my mind hadn’t had time to become accustomed to the spell. The senses in my brain had overloaded, and I’d passed out.

      I’d woken up in my dorm a few hours later, a crying, erratic mess. It’d taken them all hours to calm me down. I hadn’t thought of anything but Ethan since.

      I was sure to the crowd I appeared a deranged maniac. The media hadn’t gotten pictures of the incident, thank the gods, but records of my lost sanity had certainly appeared in the papers, provided by witnesses.

      It was far from the worst of the media storm. Specials and news segments about Ethan’s vigilantism had been all that was broadcasted for the last three weeks. The Annual Arcanea was having a field day with all of this, the prince turned superhero. It was nice they were gaining entertainment from our suffering.

      Stefan was the only person I could be real with. “If he loses this trial, I’m gonna⁠—”

      “Don’t. Wait for the right moment.”

      Stefan’s tone said he’d fight along with me if shit didn’t go our way. I gave him a brisk nod. Crystals or not, Stefan would hurt people if he had to. He was Ethan’s best friend. If I could count on anyone, it was him.

      “I’ll remain calm, to give the appearance we’re in control,” I told him. “But I’m not promising anything if he’s sentenced to death.”

      Stefan’s tone was dark. “Neither am I.”

      We took a carriage down to the courthouse. Riding the rocky road down the mountain trail into Dolinska was painful, and made my already sore muscles ache. But I steeled myself and endured it. Even once the carriage wheels hit the cobblestone, I couldn’t relax. I wouldn’t until Ethan was safe.

      We got to the courthouse around seven. At this point, it was an hour before the trial, and time slowed, freezing like an icicle. I looked through the carriage window as it came to a stop, and my stomach dropped into a pit. The Dolinska City courthouse was a huge building made of black stone. It loomed overhead several stories, a spiraling black tower with a guard house at the very top, underneath a turret that had to be centuries old. According to Stefan, the tower had once been used to hold prisoners of the crown, before it was converted into a trial room. More people had been sentenced to death than set free under its shadowy gloom. I nearly slipped on the icy streets when I stepped out of the carriage. A million cameras were shoved in my face.

      “It’s Emmaline Sosna!”

      “Emma, look over here!”

      “Miss Sosna, what do you have to say about your mate’s case?”

      Theo and Stefan shielded me from the cameras as best they could, and we ran up the stairs and inside the courthouse. I kept my eyes directed at the cobblestone and didn’t answer any questions. Inside, the tower was just as depressing as out— candles provided the only light, and water was seeping down the stone walls.

      Gods. Was I attending a trial for my mate, or Mary, Queen of Scots? The place hadn’t been updated since the Middle Ages.

      But at least the press couldn’t get in here without a pass, and they wouldn’t be allowed to enter the courtroom until thirty minutes before the trial began.

      Vara and Arthur were waiting for me, along with my mother. Arthur swept me into a hug the moment he saw me. “How are you holding up?”

      I wanted to break down and sob in his arms. My brother’s embrace felt so safe and welcoming.

      But I knew my mother would make a fuss, so I said, “I’m fine, Arty. Just ready to get this over with.”

      “Things will work out, Emma. I promise,” Mom said.

      I sure hoped so. Vara kept staring at the floor. Delmare caught her quizzical expression, and asked, “What’s up?”

      Vara lifted her gaze to me. “I didn’t want to upset you on the day of Ethan’s trial. But there’s something you should know. My boss was executed the day after the video of Gabby was broadcasted. She’s dead, and now, Elijah’s sent soldiers to the news station. They’re screening everything before we publish it.”

      My stomach dropped. Nearly a year ago, we’d recorded a video of Gabby doing dark magic, in a ceremony to appease Droga, the evil god. Only a few weeks ago, Gabby had set monsters loose on the city, in an attack she blamed on the Black Claw. It was another one of her efforts to look like the hero once she “saved” the city, but people had died for it— thousands of children among them.

      To stop her, and force her to send the monsters back to where they came, we had to broadcast the video to the public. It’d created such a scandal Gabby couldn’t handle both messes at once, and the monsters had retreated from Dolinska at Gabby’s command. Vara had been the one to do it through The Annual Arcanea’s channels, and no one had discovered it was her. Yet even back then, I knew in my gut Gabby and Elijah would make the news media pay for it.

      “But your boss wasn’t responsible for that video. She wasn’t even in the building that night,” Odette protested.

      “I know. But the king needed someone to blame for the broadcast,” Vara said softly. “He wanted to make sure our reporters knew not to show anything that went against the monarchy again.”

      Another death I was responsible for. If Ethan’s life wasn’t on the line, I’d feel remorseful.

      I felt nothing.

      “At least you didn’t get caught for it,” Arthur said, putting his arm around Vara. “You said she was a shitty boss, anyway.”

      Vara’s eye twitched. “And yet she didn’t deserve to die.”

      I knew Vara had to feel guilty that her boss died for a crime she’d committed against the crown. But that couldn’t be helped now, and I needed all the friends around me I could get.

      “Emma.” A comforting voice made my insides warm. Lord Lucien had arrived at the trial. He must’ve slipped out of the Circle meeting to see me. He extended his arms to me, and I gave him a hug.

      “Lord Lucien. Thank Milonna you’re here,” I breathed. He was my favorite professor, and one of the greatest sorcerers I’d ever met. He was also a lord on the Circle. Maybe he could do something to stop this.

      “I apologize we’re in this situation,” Lucien said as he let me go. “Though rest assured I’m doing everything in my power to contain the madness of the king.”

      “Can you save him?” I asked.

      “There might be a way,” Lucien said. “Trust me, Emma, and be patient. I will not let you down.”

      I relaxed a little. If Lucien promised me he could set Ethan free, I knew he’d do whatever he could to make that the case. Lucien wouldn’t lie to me.

      Still. He was only one man. What could he do against the entire Circle, and the king?

      “I don’t believe we’ve met.” A warm smile crossed Mom’s face as she extended a hand to Lucien. “I’m Evonna Sosna, Emma’s mother.”

      Instead of touching her, Lord Lucien bowed. “An honor, Miss Sosna. It’s a pleasure to finally meet your acquaintance. Emma is one of my brightest students.”

      “Oh, well.” Mom fluffed her hair. “She gets it from me.”

      Lucien didn’t appear amused. “Have we met?” he asked with a wry smile.

      “I don’t believe so, but we should’ve!” Mom burst, giving a little shake of her shoulders.

      Ugh, was Mom flirting at a time like this? She really needed to pull it together. He was my teacher, for the gods’ sake. I knew she’d been single since my dad died, and had to be lonely, but come on. This wasn’t the moment, and on top of it all, it was gross.

      Lucien cupped my face in his hand and brushed back my hair. “Keep the faith. You’ve acted on behalf of so many of us before. Now it’s time to let Malovia repay the favor.”

      Lucien gave a nod to my brother, then swooped his cloak around him in an arc as he strolled away. Mom was fanning herself.

      “Gods, Emma, when did the university start hiring such attractive instructors?” Mom asked. “I’d have certainly noticed if a man like that was walking around when I was in school.”

      “Mom,” I growled. I gave some side-eye to Arthur. He bustled forward, so he could handle our mother while I was busy dealing with the shit show of the day.

      Stefan looked around. “Should we get seats, or⁠—”

      “Miss Sosna. Queen Gabriella requests your presence before the trial begins.” An armed guard had come up behind us, his voice short.

      “She’s not going anywhere,” Mom snapped, and Arthur took a step in front of me.

      I waved them off. “I can handle it, guys,” I told my friends. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      I’d expected this. Though my friends were reluctant, I marched after the guard with a sense of purpose. I wasn’t worried as the guard led me to an isolated corridor of the tower. Gabby couldn’t kill me here— not with all these people around.

      The guard opened a door into an office. It was decorated with grand portraits beside book shelves of rare Seelie tomes.

      Behind the oak desk, Gabby strolled. She was wearing a long red gown, a crown perched atop her head. The guard bowed before he closed the door behind me, leaving Gabby and I alone.

      Gabby’s red lips were twitching with amusement. “Well, we all knew Ethan would end up here someday. I’m glad you’ll have a front row seat to watch the spectacle.”

      “You didn’t bring me here to gloat,” I snapped. “Just get on with it. I know you’ve already got an offer in the bag, or we wouldn’t be speaking.”

      Gabby’s nose twitched. Then she leaned forward to place her hands on the desk. “I know you have three of the six Crystals of Harmony,” she said coolly. “The wolven stone, the dragon stone, and the alicorn stone are in your possession.”

      Fuck. How had she found out about that so quickly?

      Gabby noticed the shock flicker across my face, and she grinned. “The Alicorn Court sang like canaries before we executed them. They told us everything we needed to know. Lady Iris was the only one who kept her mouth shut. I’d tell you to thank her, if she wasn’t already dead.”

      “You bitch. You tortured them.”

      “And I got rid of them.” Gabby shrugged. “I can get rid of Ethan, too. Or I can spare him. It’s all up to you.”

      “Go to hell.”

      “Enough. This can all be over with if you hand the stones to me,” Gabby crooned. “Give Elijah and I the Crystals you have, and we’ll set your mate free. No charges, no execution. He’ll be free to go. All you have to do is give me the stones.”

      I nearly considered it. Ethan’s life was priceless. I couldn’t sacrifice him, not even for something as precious as the Crystals of Harmony.

      But this had been Gabby’s plan all along. To use Ethan to get to the Crystals. Ethan would never forgive me if I gave those stones to Gabby. We had to keep them in our grasp. It was the only thing giving us an edge over the king and queen.

      “I’m not telling you where those Crystals are,” I said, and I crossed my arms. “You can try to intimidate me, but I refuse to play your games. You’ll kill Ethan the moment the stones are in your hands. If you’re asking for something from me, all you’re gonna get are jack and shit.”

      “You stubborn, filthy immigrant,” Gabby raged. “Why don’t you go back to your own country, and stop fucking up mine?”

      “This is my country. This is my home. And I’m not going to let you destroy it.”

      “That’s a cute little threat,” Gabby snarled. “I don’t believe you have the stomach to back it up.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” I hissed as I took a step closer to Gabby. The desk was the only thing separating us— if I got any closer, I was sure I’d strangle her. “You think you have all this power over me, but you’re running out of options. Any attempt to ruin me now only makes you look bad in the public eye. You’re not as popular as you were before that little video got out.”

      Gabby’s eyes flashed, and I took a deep breath. “And if you kill Ethan— you’re going to see wrath from me like never before. I’ve got powerful magic— you know it. Ethan’s life is the only thing in the balance that’s keeping me contained. If he’s gone, I won’t give a shit anymore. I won’t compromise. And I won’t stop. I’ll use every moment after he’s dead to take you down and make it as slow and painful as possible. If you don’t want me as an enemy, you certainly don’t want to be at the receiving end of my vengeance.”

      Gabby’s lips formed into a snarl. “This was your last chance to make peace, Sosna. I don’t need you to hand over the stones. It’ll only be a matter of time before I find them. Once I do, I’ll take them for myself.”

      I rolled my eyes and scoffed. “Do it. Or try. What else can you take from me that I love? You already have everything I care about. He’s in chains.”

      Gabby’s eyes narrowed— like the words I’d said had caused an idea to start forming in her sick, twisted little head.

      I didn’t allow her to speak another word. I whirled on my heel and walked out.

      “Are you okay?” Odette asked. My friends were huddled in the hallway— Arthur, my mother and Vara were in line to start getting seats.

      “I’m fine. Just had to get my daily dose of the Bitch Queen,” I growled. I hardly cared if a reporter overheard. Print that, assholes.

      “What did Gabby want?” Theo asked, dropping his voice.

      “You already know,” I whispered. “Ethan’s life for the stones. I told her to fuck off.”

      “That’s gonna piss Eli up a rope,” Stefan grumbled.

      “We don’t have a choice. We can’t give up those stones,” I argued.

      Theo glanced over his shoulder. “The trial’s about to start. We should get seated.”

      Stefan’s parents, Miroslava and Jonathan Slasky, were waiting in line with my mother. They’d shown up for support, as both of them considered Ethan a son. But once we got to the door to the courtroom, a guard stepped in front of us.

      “Excuse me, but only high-born fae are permitted to watch the trial proceedings within the courtroom,” the guard said. “As fae of lower birth, most of you must wait outside.”

      His eyes were on me, but I wasn’t fooled. This jackass had been ordered by Elijah not to let anyone in who might be Ethan’s friends. It had nothing to do with birthright.

      But then Miroslave drew herself up. “I am the daughter of King Benevir, the last dragon monarch who won the King’s Contest, who ruled before King Lycus. By name and title, I am still Grand Duchess Miroslava of Malovia, and a part of the royal court,” Miroslava snapped. “You can’t forbid me from bringing anyone I wish into this courtroom. As a princess of the fae, I certify that these are my guests, and demand you let us through.”

      The guard gave a sullen bow and stepped aside. “Yes, your majesty.”

      Bastard still glared at us as we took our seats in a long bench placed at the front of the courtroom. It wasn’t like any court room I’d ever been in before— in the center of the room was a metal chair, with shackles for the wrists and ankles. My magic could tell from here it was infused with noxite. Long benches surrounded the chair in a circle, so the crowd could observe as judgement was passed upon the defendant.

      A large stand at the front of the room held eighteen seats, for all sixteen members of the Circle, and for the king and queen. Because this was a trial for treason, and not a simple court case, all the members of the Malovian government were required to attend. It was scary and imposing. Place was damn solemn if I’d ever seen one. Beside the judging stand was a small pulpit. For witnesses, I assumed.

      “Well done, Mom,” Stefan praised. “Why didn’t you enter the King’s Contest? You could’ve bossed around anyone you wanted. if you were queen.”

      Miroslava waved her hand. “Growing up a princess was difficult enough. I had no wish to enter the King’s Contest, and my mate had little interest in politics.”

      “Art is far more interesting than diplomacy,” Jonathan commented, while Delmare nodded.

      My stomach was twisted up in knots. Ethan had to go through this all on his own. What if we didn’t win the trial? What if we lost, and if⁠—

      A set of doors on the side of the room slammed open. My heart crumbled as a set of guards dragged Ethan into the room. He was still filthy, and wearing the tatters of his prison uniform. My friends, and the rest of the courtroom, gasped at Ethan’s ghastly, haunted appearance. The swelling in his face had gone down, but he was still covered in blood and bruises.

      But that wasn’t the worst part. Nausea swam in my organs as I realized the guards were dragging Ethan because he couldn’t walk. His prosthetic was gone. People’s eyes gravitated to the limp pant leg, which had been tied off where Ethan’s thigh ended. The fabric trailed on the floor as Ethan was pulled across the room.

      I nearly vomited. He’d still had his prosthetic when I’d seen him last night. Elijah must’ve taken it away from him, to embarrass him during the trial.

      Ethan’s eyes sought mine. I felt his pain through our bond. This was humiliating for him. I forced myself to give him a smile, to let him know everything would be all right. I kept my hands in my lap so he wouldn’t see them shake.

      Ethan was pushed forward. With only one leg, he couldn’t balance himself, and he fell forward. He curled against the stone, and the guards hauled him upward, shackling him to the noxite chair.

      So many fae stared at Ethan’s missing leg and whispered. I turned to glare at them, and a few averted their gazes. Beside me, Stefan appeared sick.

      “This is depraved,” he whispered. I grabbed his hand and held it tight. Nothing was worse than having to endure this.

      The members of the Circle, along with Gabby and Elijah, entered the room. They took the stairs to the stand and sat above Ethan, looking down upon him. The crown was perched atop Elijah’s head, too— I wanted to yank it off and clobber him with it.

      Lady Iris’ spot on the council had already been replaced. A new alicorn lady sat in her stead beside Lord Radcliffe, and although I didn’t know who she was, I knew by the smirk on her face Eli had already paid her off. I instantly hated her. Lord Lucien sat with the other Circle members, and I was glad we had at least one ally on the council.

      “Where’s Lady Magdalina?” Theo whispered. “She’s not here.”

      Panic twisted my insides as I realized he was right. Lady Magdalina, Headmistress of Arcanea University and our only other ally on the Circle, was missing. How could she abandon us now? Did she think it was helpless, too?

      Blackness curled into hopeless depression as Elijah began speaking. “Shall we get on with it? I for one think we’ve waited too long for this trial to begin.”

      He certainly didn’t care Lady Magdalina hadn’t shown up. I looked around. I expected someone to stand by Ethan’s side, but no one moved forward to defend him.

      What the hell? Hadn’t they supplied Ethan with a lawyer? This was all kinds of illegal! He couldn’t sit there and defend himself!

      Elijah’s voice was cackling with glee. “Let it be known to the public that the defendant has been placed under a truth-telling enchantment, so that he cannot lie during court proceedings. Prince Ethan Nowak, you are hereby charged with treason to Malovia by means of vigilantism. How do you plead?”

      The doors to the courtroom burst open once again. Fae exclaimed aloud, and my heart stuttered as Lady Magdalina strolled into the room with all the authority of the Seven Gods themselves.

      “He pleads not-guilty, obviously, because he hasn’t committed treason of any sort,” Magdalina said shortly. “Any further questions?”

      Gossip broke out amongst the courtroom. My mouth dropped, and Steward Soloman sat forward. “Lady Magdalina, what in the gods’ name do you think you’re doing?”

      “Serving as Prince Ethan’s lawyer,” Magdalina replied curtly. “After all, I have a degree in fae law, and therefore, am the only person on the Circle qualified to do so.”

      “You’re a member of the Circle! You can’t defend someone who you’re legally bound to judge!” Lord Radcliffe boomed.

      “By Malovian law, if a defendant does not have representation in the court, a member of the Circle must give up their own vote, and be designated to him to advocate on his behalf,” Lady Magdalina said.

      Elijah’s face turned red. “As a member of the Circle, you are obligated to⁠—”

      “Your highness, I’m obligated to do nothing. If you forbid me from serving as Ethan Nowak’s lawyer, you are breaking the law, and the court will be held in contempt. According to a royal mandate made by King Benevir in 1982, once these rules are transgressed and the defendant remains without counsel, you will be forced to allow him to go free, and I’m certain you have no inclination to do that. Unless, of course, you’d like to save all of our time and just get this over with by releasing the prisoner.”

      Elijah snarled, but Gabby nudged him, as an indication to remain composed.

      Elijah’s eyes roamed over the attending audience, and he said, “Fine. I’ll allow it— as if it’ll make a difference in the sentencing.”

      Lady Magdalina gave me a wink, and I felt a bit of ease. This had to be part of Lord Lucien’s plan. If I knew Lady Magdalina, she’d fight hard for Ethan. She wouldn’t back down, not even to Elijah.

      Steward Soloman groaned as he sat forward. “Ethan Nowak, you are hereby accused of treason by work of vigilantism. Do you deny it?”

      Ethan said, “No, but⁠—”

      “Objection.” Lady Magdalina cut him off. “You’re attempting to make my client implicate himself, and I won’t have it. You’re openly endorsing two things— that he is a traitor, and that he is a vigilante. But it can’t be both.”

      Solomon raised an eyebrow. “They’re one and the same, aren’t they?”

      “Absolutely not,” Magdalina replied. “Vigilantism is associated with the crime of treason, but unless Ethan Nowak has actually committed a crime that has been shown to harm Malovia, the charge of treason itself cannot be assigned to him.”

      Solomon ruffled through his papers, already confused. Elijah went to speak, but Lucien hurried to say something before he did.

      “Before we make any rash judgements, let's look at the evidence,” Lucien suggested. “Chief Bosko, could you bring to the court’s attention the crimes you have actively found Ethan Nowak to be guilty of, without a reasonable doubt?”

      A man in a blue uniform came to the front of the room. He was imposing and large— the police chief of the Arcanea Alliance. He took a scroll out of his jacket and began reading. “As far as we know, the Phantom has tampered in numerous investigations, including but not ending at taking evidence from the scene of a Black Claw sacrifice, murdering two cultists and leaving the Alliance with the bodies to clean up, breaking and entering into the Arceanea Alliance station for data regarding the Black Claw, trespassing on private property⁠—”

      The police chief listed off all the numerous investigations Ethan had tampered in as the Phantom. As he spoke, he had to unroll the scroll he was reading from. The tail end of it fell to the floor, and Magdalina pinched the bridge of her nose.

      “Geez, Ethan, take a night off every once in a while,” Theo grumbled under his breath. We’d been sitting here for five minutes, and the police chief still wasn’t done recounting all of Ethan’s meddling.

      “And, finally,” the police chief spoke, “The defendant muddled in an investigation leading to a mass murder case, where one griffin shifter and two Marked were slaughtered in the streets by cultists.”

      “Excuse me, that’s not right,” Ethan spoke up.

      Steward Solomon looked up from his papers. “Beg your pardon?”

      Ethan sat up. “The griffin shifter and the Marked were killed by a wraith, not cultists. I slayed it shortly before the Arcanea Alliance stopped the killings by the cultists shortly after, but I found them to be unconnected in my own investigations.”

      “Oh, yes, thank you for clearing that up,” the police chief said honestly.

      Lady Magdalene's lips thinned, and I nearly facepalmed.

      The police chief rolled up the paper. “This is just the start. There were other investigations where the Phantom was suspected to interfere, but as such, we cannot prove.”

      “You see?” Elijah said, looking to the members of the Circle. “We have more than enough evidence here to convict him of numerous crimes. I’m sure he was the one who worked with the cult to lead those monsters into the city the night of the Slaughter of the Innocents.”

      “I beg your pardon, but given the Phantom’s record on fighting against the Black Claw, that doesn’t make sense,” Magdalina argued. “It seems to me most, if not all of those incidents, involve stopping the actions of the Black Claw, a cult known to have malevolent feelings toward Malovian society. Tell me, my lord, is killing Black Claw cultists and monsters who roam the streets of Dolinska openly harmful to Malovian society?”

      I saw Elijah grind his teeth. He couldn’t say yes without revealing too much. He and Gabby blamed the Slaughter of the Innocents on the Black Claw. If he stuck up for them, he’d be siding with the cult, and that would cause an uproar.

      Lord Lucien spoke up. “Perhaps if the Phantom had interceded earlier, he might’ve killed those cultists responsible for organizing the attack on Dolinska a few weeks ago. Those children we lost might’ve been saved. Phantom sightings were increasingly minimal in the last few months leading up to the Slaughter of Innocents. Ethan, can you tell me why you took a break?”

      “My focus was on my mate, at that time,” Ethan replied. “As the public knows by now, she has a rare disease, and I wanted to do my best to make her my first priority, as any shifter would.”

      “I see,” Lucien mused. “Then it seems the Phantom’s absence actually had a negative effect on our city, as opposed to a positive one.”

      Elijah’s face flushed. He hated that Lucien was making Ethan look good. “My cousin has been jealous of me ever since I’ve taken the throne! This little stint of vigilantism is to get back at me! I’m certain he’s working with the Black Claw, to connive a plan to steal my crown!”

      “His work as the Phantom predates the King’s Contest,” Magdalina argued. “Your highness, you can’t possibly believe this is all about you.”

      Elijah’s cheeks reddened, and a couple of people giggled. They were silenced by Gabby’s glares.

      Lady Magdalina needed to be careful, before she said the wrong thing and lost her own head.

      Gabby took control of the situation by leaning forward. “Let’s assume the Phantom wasn’t involved with the Black Claw that night. What I do know is, someone released a very hurtful, and very asinine video in an attempt to discredit me as queen. How can we be sure it wasn’t Ethan Nowak?”

      “Well, let’s ask him.” Lady Magdalina turned toward Ethan. “Did you release that video the night of the Slaughter of the Innocents?”

      “I did not,” Ethan replied. “I was otherwise preoccupied.”

      “Liar! It was you who fabricated that video against my mate, and broadcasted it all over Dolinska for everyone to see!” Elijah pointed at Ethan violently, and several people recoiled.

      “Your highness, if I may, how would the prince be able to broadcast the video?” Magdalina asked. “According to live news footage, the Phantom was fighting monsters at the time the video was broadcasted. Do you suggest he could be in two places at once?”

      “He could’ve duplicated himself,” Elijah argued.

      “And not been sighted or filmed in another place? Your highness, be reasonable,” Magdalina said.

      “So you’re saying he had no involvement with that video whatsoever?” Lord Zlodia asked.

      “He didn’t say that he wasn’t there,” Magdalina argued.

      “Oh, come now,” Lady Korva snipped, and she threw her hands up. “This is getting ridiculous.”

      It made me feel so vindicated that Lady Korva was getting a taste of her own medicine. She made our lives a living hell in Illusion class, always backpedaling on whatever she wanted when she didn’t get her way. It was nice to see her force-fed her own bullshit.

      “Prince Ethan, do you know who created that false accusation against the queen, and who played it at The Annual Arcanea’s news station?” Steward Soloman asked.

      Ethan cleared his throat. “I had no involvement in filming nor creating that video, and I did not broadcast it to the public. I don’t even know who played the film. If you are angry that someone has launched a video of the queen performing black magic to the public, you need to look elsewhere, because I didn’t do it.”

      Disappointment shone on the faces of the Circle. They couldn’t convict him for that.

      I leaned over to Theo. “How is Ethan lying? I thought the spell placed on him didn’t allow him to make shit up.”

      “Truth telling enchantments aren’t foolproof,” Theo said. “You can’t lie, but you can tell half-truths to get around it. Ethan technically wasn’t there that night— the Phantom was.”

      So all Ethan had to do was not tell the whole story, and let the Circle judge him on their assumptions. Great. We were playing mind games with the most powerful supernatural court in Malovia, and two of the people sitting on that court were just as good at mind games as we were. They’d see right through it. Hopefully, the rest of the Circle would be fooled.

      Ethan was being very careful. His words were chosen as such that he didn’t lie, but nor did he tell the full truth. He hadn’t filmed the video— Kiara, Theo, and Delmare had. He also didn’t know who’d broadcasted the video for sure. He had to assume it was Vara, because we’d told him the night of the slaughter that was our plan, but he hadn’t been there when she’d actually uploaded it to the news feed, nor had any of us told him definitively she’d been the one to do it.

      “That video is a fake,” Elijah snarled. “My queen would never perform Unseelie magic.”

      “I am not on trial here,” Gabby reminded the court coolly. “Let’s get back to questioning the defendant. I want to know something else.”

      Gabby waved her hand. An image of Ethan formed in the air in front of the court. It was a photo of Ethan last semester, when he’d been under the leshane’s possession. He was clearly ill, and suffering. Gabby moved her fingers, and the images began playing like a slideshow, Ethan’s appearance going from bad to worse.

      “Ethan Nowak was clearly undergoing some sort of magical trauma last semester,” Gabby said. “Can he elaborate on that?”

      “Ethan Nowak and Emmaline Sosna were separated at the beginning of the semester, if you’re not fully aware.” Lady Magdalene's tone was condescending. “Any separation from his Marked would make a shifter ill.”

      “This appears to go beyond a mere breakup,” Gabby hissed. “Did the prince make a magical contract when he became the Phantom? Perhaps, with a demon of sorts?”

      Fuck Gabby. She was so clever. Fae were obsessed with contracts. If the Circle found out about Ethan’s possession by the leshane, we were done. Throw in that a witch had helped us exorcise the demon, and they’d take off our heads along with Ethan. Associating with the Miriamic Coven was practically a conviction in itself.

      We were so screwed. Ethan had gone pale. Before he was forced to admit the truth, Lady Magdalina stepped in. “My client can answer that. Prince Ethan, can you speak on your emotional instability in regards to last semester?”

      “You’re asking him to elaborate on his feelings? Oh gods, this should take all day,” Elijah complained.

      Ethan proceeded carefully. “I was… fighting within myself,” Ethan admitted. “I knew I couldn’t continue to be the Phantom and be Emma’s mate. I had to choose one or the other. The Phantom was me. He became me. I don’t deny that everything the Phantom did was my choice. I was not forced by any other supernatural force to do anything.”

      He was being honest. The leshane put ideas in Ethan’s head, but he’d always had the free will to choose what he wanted to do, up until the last few months of his possession.

      “That doesn’t mean you weren’t possessed,” Gabby argued. “Where’s the proof?”

      “The prince has no proof of this so-called demon possession, because there isn’t any,” Magdalina replied. “Search him all you like. It doesn’t exist in Malovia.”

      That much was true. Hattie had kept the leshane ashes after we’d gotten rid of the demon. The Circle could search all they wanted for proof of Ethan’s possession, and they wouldn’t find any.

      I wasn’t sure how Magdalina knew all this shit about us. We hadn’t told her any of it. It was very concerning, to say the least. Did she have spies trailing us, or something equally bothersome? My mother had warned me about her antics.

      But at the moment, Magdalina’s omnipotence was the least of our problems. I didn’t care if Magdalina knew more than the Seven Gods, so long as she won this trial.

      Lady Korva gave a light laugh. “Proof is hardly needed. My nephew was under some kind of negative magical influence last semester. Who’s to say it wasn’t a demon?”

      “So you’re saying the prince somehow excommunicated an advanced demon, in private, without the public somehow discovering his possession?” Magdalina rebuked. “We all know that once demons possess fae, they rarely escape with their lives. And as you all can see, Ethan Nowak looks perfectly healthy today. Well, not perfectly, as the king’s guards have obviously had their fun with him.”

      Elijah flushed again. He went to speak, but Magdalina cut him off.

      “However,” Magdalina continued. “I can explain the ill health of the prince during last semester. Prince Ethan’s poor appearance was a result of a breaking ceremony performed by Emmaline Sosna to end their bond— a ceremony that remained unfinished and incomplete, but still performed nonetheless.”

      The court gasped. Everyone’s eyes in the courtroom looked at me. I wanted to sink into the floor. A Marked performing a breaking ceremony was a scandal in Malovian culture. I swear several sorceresses wished for me to go up in flames at that very moment.

      Ethan glanced behind. His gentle eyes told me he didn’t blame me for what had happened between us. I didn’t blame myself, either— it’d been the right decision at the time. But I wished we could’ve kept it between us, instead of making it everyone’s business.

      Lady Magdalina spun back toward the stand. “As you can see, this was more than a simple breakup, my queen,” she replied to Gabby. “As we all know, when Marked break the bonds with their shifters, consequences arise. Some fall ill. Others even experience a state near death. If Emmaline Sosna went through the breaking ceremony, even a part of it, it would severe and damage the bond between them. Whether she finished it or not would still have an effect on the state of the shifter. That explains Ethan’s poor health over the course of last semester, and his recovery after Emmaline Sosna decided to re-seal their bond. Shall we move on?”

      Elijah and Gabby seethed. They couldn’t continue to argue that Ethan had been possessed. A shifter had never survived a case of possession that severe, and to prove that Ethan had been the first would be near impossible. They’d have to try and convict him another way.

      “How about we evaluate the prince’s intentions when he became the Phantom?” Lucien suggested. “I think that’s a good place to start.”

      “Why in the gods’ name does it matter what he intended? Several crimes were committed!” Elijah complained. He was getting agitated.

      “Your highness, if I may, I must remind you of faerie law. As fae, we are required to follow the law to the letter, but we don’t have to honor the spirit of that law,” Magdalina replied.

      “What are you talking about? We have footage— proof— that my cousin is the Phantom!” Elijah argued.

      “Quite right,” Magdalina replied. “But putting on a mask, donning a cloak and running around Dolinska at night is not against the law. Strange, perhaps, but not illegal.”

      “Interference with multiple police investigations is!” Elijah roared.

      “But is it vigilantism, a crime worthy of the death penalty?” Magdalina questioned. “You see, the word vigilante is defined as a self-appointed doer of justice, according to the Malovian Code of Law. Ethan, did you ever call yourself a vigilante publicly when you were performing work as the Phantom? That is, did you ever declare yourself the city’s hero?”

      Ethan blinked. “I… don’t believe I did.”

      “And there you have it!” Magdalina threw up her hands. “How can my dependent be guilty of vigilantism when he is, by definition, not what is considered a vigilante? After all, the term is a self-appointed doer of justice. My client never proclaimed himself to be anything. The press and the police can call him what they may, but their words don’t make what they say the truth.”

      “And what is the truth, Lady Magdalina?” The alicorn lady spoke up, and her nasally voice made me wrinkle my nose.

      “Lady Germaine, if you please,” Lady Magdalina said, irritation crossing her tone. “You’re missing the point.”

      “But it’s a rather good question,” Lady Germaine argued. “Truth is the statement of facts.”

      “My lady, by that standpoint, you would have to make a case that such a thing as truth itself exists, which is a long conversation I doubt you want to get into here.”

      “Answer the question, Lady Magdalina,” Lady Germaine purred. “Can the truth of what Ethan Nowak is or is not be proven in this court?”

      Lord Radcliffe gave Lady Germaine a fond look, and I felt my insides convulse. Lord Radcliffe had killed his own mate, Lady Iris, on trumped up charges because she refused to be a pawn for Elijah. The eyes of adoration he had for Lady Germaine now were anything but new. I bet he’d been screwing Lady Germaine behind Lady Iris’ back for months, if not years. No wonder he hadn’t hesitated to execute his wife.

      Magdalina’s eye twitched before she said, “If you really want to get into this, then there is no such thing as irrefutable truth in a fae court. Each side has their own opinion and experience, which are all equally valid.”

      “So why can’t we, as the Circle, make up our own truths about what’s real or not?” Lady Germaine questioned. “If we say Ethan Nowak is a vigilante, regardless of what he does or does not call himself, doesn’t that make him one?”

      “Then you could say Ethan Nowak was a warlock instead of a shifter, and it would be true, just because you said so,” Magdalina replied bluntly. “The Seven Gods are determined to be the highest determiners of truth amongst the fae. Ethan Nowak, you have summoned your god before, correct?”

      Ethan sat backward. “Um, yes. I have summoned Luka, and spoken with him.”

      “And at any point during that conversation, did Luka ever bring up the words vigilante, vigilantism, or traitor?”

      “Uh… no.”

      “That proves nothing,” Elijah snapped. “The conversation could’ve been about anything.”

      “But why wouldn’t a thief god congratulate his follower on the act of vigilantism, if in fact Ethan Nowak was a vigilante?” Magdalina rebuked. “It seems very odd to me.”

      “Luka has nothing to do with this,” Elijah spat. “It doesn’t matter if Luka thinks my cousin is or is not a vigilante, Ethan Nowak still is one!”

      “Are you questioning the authority of the Seven Gods?” Magdalina asked.

      “Of course not, but look at the facts!”

      “What’s a fact, in your determination, my king? I’m certain the court would love to hear it.”

      The arguing went on. Magdalina was giving half-truths, while the Circle kept responding with equally misleading language. The two sides were dancing around each other instead of getting to the point.

      “What the hell is going on? This isn’t like any court case I’ve ever seen,” I hissed to Stefan.

      “You forget that you’re in a faerie court,” Stefan whispered back. “Nuances and turn of phrase are very important.”

      Theo nodded. “Magdalina’s trying to pull off a pola pradwa.”

      “A-what?”

      “In the old Seelie and Unseelie courts, lawyers would argue with the judges for days on what something meant, instead of the actual occurrence of the crime,” Theo replied. “Meaning of words were dissected and evaluated endlessly. The courts would hardly talk about what the defendant had done at all. By the end of it, everyone would be so confused that the trial couldn’t continue. It was determined no one could say for certain what the defendant had or hadn’t done, and the case would end up getting dismissed.”

      I chewed my lip. “So… the court is just going to sit here and fight all day about the meaning of Ethan’s actions, instead of what he actually did?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s awfully stupid.”

      “It’s how our illusion magic works. Words mean everything to a fae, and intention is what creates our power. If Ethan’s not careful, he’ll convict himself.”

      “Or set himself free,” Theo whispered back. “If Ethan implies the right thing, the Circle will be forced to let him go.”

      “Or Lady Magdalina could just twist everything up so badly, the Circle won’t know which way is up, and they let Ethan go out of frustration,” Stefan suggested.

      “Doubt it,” I heard Delmare add. “Eli wants Ethan to pay. He’ll make this case go on for months if he has to.”

      Fae rules could be confusing, but they might be on our side. If Magdalina could prove Ethan had the right intentions, even if he was convinced of a crime, he could still walk. This was far from over.

      After over an hour of arguing over meanings, Elijah slammed his fist down on the table. “Enough! I’ll have no more of this. It is clear there is so much evidence against my cousin, it will take more than one day to get through it all. I order that the court will take a recess. We will resume trial tomorrow morning, where we will be moving on to witness testimony.”

      Magdalina frowned. Her attempt at pulling off a pola pradwa hadn’t worked, but I was sure she’d attempt to do so again at the first opportunity.

      I wasn’t fooled by Elijah’s declaration that the court needed a break. He wanted another night of scheming with Gabby, to plot how they could turn this trial in their favor.

      My head hurt. I was tired of watching fae try to manipulate each other all day long. My heart ached as I watched the guards drag Ethan away again, out of my sight and away from my arms. I’d hoped to the gods we’d be together again before the day was over. It looked like I had another lonely, sleepless night ahead of me.

      Sorceresses were glaring at me, and mumbling things under their breath that were cruel. Stefan put his arm around me and said, “Come on, Emma. You don’t need this.”

      Stefan guided me back to the carriage outside. The press swarmed me again, but I jumped inside the carriage before anyone could say something that set me off. Delmare, Stefan, Theo, and Odette joined me. I don’t know what happened to the rest of my companions. I didn’t see— I’d been keeping my head down in shame.

      The moment the door to the carriage was shut and we got on the road, I burst into tears.

      “Why don’t they just get it over with?” I sobbed. By the gods, seeing Ethan lose his head would be more bearable than watching the Circle tear him to pieces like this. Couldn’t they let him die with a sense of dignity?

      “Eli’s making a spectacle of him. He wants to be sure there will be no more dissenters,” Stefan said glumly.

      “That doesn’t mean they need to make this a circus! He was humiliated when it was announced I wanted to leave him!” I took a handkerchief out of my pocket and blew my nose. I’d had to work myself up for this day for weeks, and it wasn’t even over with. We had a brand new day of court tomorrow. I didn’t think I was strong enough for this.

      “It doesn’t matter what happened in your past. What happens is that you love each other now,” Delmare said as she stroked my hair. “I know you guys will get through this. You always have.”

      I wasn’t sure. And that uncertainty was scarier than any conviction.

      My friends forced me to take a sleep potion when we arrived back at the Slasky mansion, more or less intent on sedating me. I slept until nightfall, but when I woke up, my nerves hadn’t calmed. If anything, I felt even more anxious.

      Stefan, Delmare, Odette and Theo were at the dining room table when I came down. Kiara was still sick— Alexei refused to leave her side. The remnants of dinner remained on the table, but I was far from hungry for anything but vengeance.

      Odette immediately recognized my blazing look. “Emma, what are you doing?”

      My fists tightened. “I’m going to Arcanea University. I’m going to find out what Lord Lucien did with my White Rose costume, I’m going to put it on, and then I’m going to storm the castle and save my mate.”

      “Em, slow down. You’re not thinking straight,” Stefan said. Theo immediately moved toward the exit, to block me if I tried leaving.

      He could damn well try. “Ethan’s not getting a free pass. They’ll convict him no matter what we do. This is the only way.”

      “We aren’t going to let you kill yourself in an attempt to save him,” Theo replied coolly.

      I let out a humorless laugh. “If Ethan dies, I’m already dead.”

      I was going to stop this trial by any means possible. I’d level the courthouse to the ground, I’d kill Eli, I’d do anything.

      I had no plan except to go in there and start taking down fae. Anyone stupid enough to get in my way, I’d cut down. I’d grab Ethan, and we’d leave Malovia together. We’d go into hiding— everything would be all right then.

      Delmare stood slowly, putting out her hands. “We’re not gonna let you do this.”

      “I’m the Worldweaver! I’m more powerful than all of you! None of you can stop me!” I yelled.

      Just to show that I could, I used my power to slam Theo into the wall. He shouted in pain and went crashing down. Odette scampered to his side. Stefan tried to grab me, but I conjured a shield and forced it outward. He smacked into it, and it was enough to leave the dragon winded. Delmare conjured a battle orb, but I flung out a stunning spell, and she cried out as it slammed into her abdomen.

      I didn’t mean to hurt my friends, but right now, I didn’t care. I didn’t care about anyone but Ethan, and keeping his head on his shoulders. We’d run away— I’d rescue him, and we’d leave Malovia if we had to. If I had to fight my friends to save Ethan, I’d do it. My mate’s life was on the line. They’d back off when they realized there was no stopping me.

      Just then, the door to the dining room blew open off its hinges. Lady Magdalina was in its stead, her expression blazing.

      “Out!” she bellowed. “Everyone out! I must speak with Emmaline alone.”

      My friends didn’t question a thing. They glanced at Lady Magdalina, then scuttled out of the dining room and up the stairs as quickly as their legs could carry them.

      When my eyes met her blue ones, I burst into tears. Again. I didn’t cry, but gods, I’d been such a mess these past few weeks. Being in the presence of a strong woman like her made me crumble all over again.

      Magdalina stomped toward me. “Get ahold of yourself,” Magdalina snapped, and she shook me by the shoulders. “By the gods, girl, we’re at war. This is no time to show you’ve lost your backbone.”

      “I need your help!” I wailed. “You have to help me break Ethan out of jail, so we can leave the country. It’s the only way he’ll be safe.”

      “You cannot run. Malovia needs you,” Magdalina said firmly. “To leave your country now would doom us all.”

      “I don’t care,” I wept. “I just want Ethan to live.”

      “There’s still a way! You foolish girl, don’t you realize the kind of attention you’ve been gifted? Use it to your advantage!”

      “Advantage?” I lifted my head.

      “Yes! You’re a commoner, a foreigner, chosen by the fallen prince to be his bride. You won the King’s Contest by purposefully cheating. You’ve been shamed and shunned, only to rise above your station by refusing to accept the social code that’s dictated by class!”

      “None of these show me in a good light!”

      “Any sort of notoriety— no matter how terrible— is a way to power,” Magdalina insisted. “Dear girl, don’t you see you’ve become interesting? That is the key to staying alive. You’ve been given a chance. Don’t throw it away.”

      “Ethan’s life isn’t a game!” I wailed.

      “Everything is a game!” Lady Magdalina thundered. “And right now, the king and queen are winning. I suggest you figure out your next move, before you find yourself in checkmate!”

      My head began to clear. Lady Magdalina was right. Elijah and Gabby were ahead. They were making their way across the chess board and picking up pieces.

      Ethan— my king— was next in line, and vulnerable. As his queen, the most powerful player in the game, I was the only piece that could stop them. I couldn’t do that if I couldn’t strategize. I had to get it together.

      I wiped my tears away. I had to bring badass, bitchy Emma back. This sobbing mess that I’d been lately wasn’t going to solve my problems. My voice became steady. “Okay. So what should we do? Focus on the video of Gabby using dark magic?”

      "The video is useless. That card has already been played. You must think of something else,” Magdalina said firmly.

      My shoulders dropped. “I’m not sure what else I can do. Not without convicting myself, at least.”

      “If you want to win in faerie court, you must exploit loopholes,” Magdalina said. “Emma, is there anything you know of that might cause Ethan to be favorable in the eyes of the court? Even the smallest detail might save his life.”

      I bit my lip as I thought of the possibilities. It was risky… but there was one thing I still had over Gabby. And it could change the outcome of this trial. That is, if we could pull it off.

      I took a breath. “I have an idea.”
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      The second day of my trial was shaping up to be as dismal as the first.

      High fae filled the courtroom, dressed in their best fineries. My trial was the year’s premier entertainment. I could already hear the gossip swarming around the courtroom, glee permeating the voices of all who’d been thrilled to hear that I, Prince Ethan Nowak, was on trial for treason; a dire fate none had dared to suspect me of. In all my public dealings I’d been pious, noble. I’d purposefully acted that way. Image in Malovia was everything, and I’d spent the years trained by my mother, carefully building up a reputation of stoic infallibility, and loyalty to my country.

      Now that that image was tarnished and laid out to be a falsity, the public didn’t know who or what I was. And they were lapping it up like eager dogs hungry for a meal.

      My cousin had been speaking for the last hour. His droning was starting to become very dull. He’d recapped everything we’d covered yesterday, as if the Circle needed a reminder on exactly what I’d done.

      When there was a rare break in my cousin’s ranting, I broke in. “Why do you continue to waste the court’s time?” I asked. “You’ve found me guilty for a multitude of charges, any of which I could hang for.”

      “In time, dear cousin,” Elijah told me with a sinister smile. “The country deserves to know exactly what you’ve done.”

      He was toying with me. This was his way of getting back at me after I’d refused to side with him over his despicable ideals. He couldn’t give me the favor of a quiet execution.

      Lady Magdalina gave me a staunch stare, telling me to be quiet. Elijah might be putting me on trial, but I was certain Magdalina thought she was running the show. She wouldn’t give up an ounce of control. The trial dragged on, but Magdalina seemed convinced that she had a plan. I could tell just by the way she was standing.

      There was only one thing that was truly concerning. Where was Emma? I hadn’t seen my mate since the trial had begun. The rest of my friends were here, but when I looked worryingly around for my mate, I couldn’t find her. Stefan had mouthed to calm down, that she was nearby.

      Perhaps that was for the best. I wouldn’t be able to bear her screaming when Elijah called for my head. Emma shouldn’t bear witness to this farce of a trial. It’d only upset her. I hoped she was somewhere safe, resting and avoiding the reality of my fate.

      Elijah continued to list off infractions and violations. At this point, I was getting bored. Elijah had already taken away everything that mattered— my title, my freedom, Emma— what more worth was my life? Why did Eli continue to hem and haw over my fate when we both knew the ending result? I was growing weary of his games.

      And it showed, because I yawned. Elijah’s face flushed in anger, and he bellowed, “You will show respect to the king when being spoken to!”

      “Or what?” I asked with disdain. “I can’t possibly end up in a worse situation than I’m already in. Gods know you won’t move my execution along and spare us all the insufferable recounting of what a bad boy I’ve been. I’m half certain this is my punishment. Hell would be more comfortable than continuing to sit here listening to you blather on all day.”

      Magdalina scowled, while the audience stifled a laugh. Elijah rose abruptly from his chair. “Silence!” he yelled. The court room went quiet. “I will not tolerate this kind of disrespect in my courtroom! I am the king!”

      “Is that all you can say?” I asked. “I am the king, I am the king. Perhaps come up with something more original when being challenged. Logic might be a start.”

      Elijah’s face reddened, and Gabby whispered to him. I’d pushed him to the verge of erupting. In a low voice, he added, “I can drag this on as long as I want to. Your degradation has merely begun.”

      I made a skeptical sound. “You can try.”

      He’d already humiliated me by taking away my prosthetic, and using his guards to drag me across the courtroom when I couldn’t walk on my own. It’d been perhaps the most embarrassing moment of my life, and before I died, I wanted to make Elijah pay for it. A flare of rage rose inside of me, and I dared to be defiant. He wanted to use my disability against me, but he would regret it before he cut off my head. He thought he was showing power by belittling an amputee.

      All it did was show him as weak. He was terrified of a man without a leg, and now, it was obvious to the public. That’s why we were here today. Elijah had always been worried I would somehow take his place, even after the King’s Contest ended. I was business to be taken care of. Nothing more, nothing less.

      Elijah might be king, and I might be a traitor on trial, but he was still jealous of me. It was comical, and made me pity him. At least I had a clear conscience. I was in chains, but they weren’t of my own making. My cousin was more of a prisoner than I was, trapped by his own envy. It was pathetic.

      “If you continue to show insolence, I’ll overrule the Circle and demand your execution this moment!” Elijah roared.

      “Oh yes, please, cut my head off, then sit it in my hands with my corpse in a chair, so I may indulge the king in another one of his pointless rants,” I offered. “Only then will I truly regret what I’ve done, and repent.”

      The crowd laughed again, a bit louder this time. Before I could say something more, Magdalina stepped in.

      “May we please move on to witnesses?” she asked. “Or are we bound to sit here and trade insults like boorish children? Gentlemen, this is a courtroom, not a preschool. We must proceed.”

      Gabby said something to Elijah again, leaning inward to whisper in his ear. Gabby’s tone must’ve been firm, because Elijah sat back. The redness faded from his face, replaced by a cold glare. I’d gotten to him, but his mate’s words were stronger. He’d listen to Gabby before he’d react out of anger to one of my taunts.

      Steward Soloman, who appeared quite sleepy, said, “We call the first witness to the stand, Queen Regent Antonia Nowak.”

      Shock flooded my veins. How could my mother be a witness, anyway? She’d never seen me take off my mask, never caught me in the act.

      My mother proceeded to the stand. She sat down gracefully, completely ignoring me. She wouldn’t look me in the eye. Her face was carefully obstructed by a fascinator, but I could see the mangled flesh underneath— Lady Magdalina’s hex from last semester had permanently marred her features, leaving her viciously scarred. She was no longer beautiful.

      My mother hadn’t come to visit, spoken with me, or even sent me a letter in the time I’d been imprisoned. I longed for her presence and comfort. For as difficult as she was, and for all the pain that lay between us, she was still my mother, and I’d hoped she’d show me some compassion in my final days.

      But my hopes were dashed to the floor when she said, “I have seen my son become the Phantom many times. I have confronted him about it, in the past, but he insisted on continuing his misguided ways. He has killed many. I begged him to stop, but he refused to listen to the kindly words of a mother.”

      She was making up lies! None of this had happened! I went to open my mouth, to object, but Lady Magdalina waved me off, indicating now wasn’t the time.

      Solomon leaned forward and asked, “And why didn’t you come to the Circle immediately after knowing your son was a vigilante?”

      “A mother’s love, of course,” she batted off without hesitation. “He is my firstborn and only son. I wanted to save his life. But after his identity became known, I decided that I needed to do the right thing, and put my country first.”

      Solomon scribbled something down. “Are you making a declaration of disownership?”

      “I am,” my mother stated bluntly. “As far as I am concerned, this is my public declaration that I have no connection to Ethan Nowak. He is no longer my son. I wish to have nothing more to do with him.”

      My stomach hollowed out, and Elijah spoke up. “Very well. If that’s your decision, I can make a declaration. Ethan Nowak is hereby stripped of his title as prince, cast out of the monarchy. He no longer has access to any of its benefits, including the treasury or the royal family jewels. He is no longer my cousin. Let it be written that King Lycus had no children. He died without a son or heir. From henceforth, the defendant shall be known as Ethan Hastek.”

      Mumbles ran throughout the courtroom as misery churned in my insides. Hastek was a cursed fae name meaning disgraced. It was a name reserved for the worst of Malovians, the lowest of the low, able to be designated only by the king.

      They couldn’t even let me keep my own last name. My father’s name.

      My own mother wanted nothing to do with me. She was fit to throw me to the wolves just to keep her good name and reputation. Her standing with the nobles, and winning the favor of Gabby and Elijah, was more important to her than protecting and defending her only son. She cared more about her reputation in high fae society than me. My own mother had betrayed me.

      But I suppose she wasn’t really my mother anymore, as she proceeded off the witness stand without so much as a nod my way. She’d truly disowned me. I was less than nothing to her.

      Losing what little family I had left caved me inside. My father had died to protect me, and yet my mother had tossed me aside like I was little more than rubbish, crushing my title in one fell swoop.

      Elijah had done this to demoralize me. Yet I wouldn’t give in. I might have lost my mother, and lost my title as prince regent, but Emma was my true family now. I resolved that execution would not be my fate. I would continue to fight for her.

      Elijah had made a massive mistake. He thought my mother abandoning me would result in me giving up completely.

      It just made me more keen to survive.

      Solomon called more witnesses to the stand. I didn’t know any of them. The stories they told were all false. They were on Elijah’s payroll, looking to gain his favor by testifying against me. By the gods, this was a sham.

      I expected Magdalina to step in, but she didn’t say anything. She remained pounced like a tiger, ready to strike at the exact moment, but not before.

      As the last false witness left the stand, Solomon cleared his throat. “Well, if that’s all the witnesses⁠—”

      “Excuse me, but I have the right to call witnesses to the stand on behalf of my client,” Magdalina broke in.

      Elijah let out a dark laugh. “Who could you summon that would possibly stand beside this vile cur?”

      Magdalina straightened up. In a blunt voice, she said, “I call to the stand none other than the savior of Dolinska— the White Rose.”

      One of the windows on the side of the courtroom broke as a white blur crashed through. The figure rolled across the floor as people screamed, then did a backflip as she rose to her feet. She threw her hood back and removed her mask, letting her red hair fly as her green eyes flashed.

      No. Emma couldn’t be implicated in all this! She’d get herself killed!

      Screams of surprise rose throughout the courtroom at Emma’s exposure. My heart was pounding wildly. My mate was in danger. She’d thrown away her secret identity for a chance to save my life. Gods, if there was anything more I feared than losing my head, it was watching Emma lose hers. She couldn’t walk away from this!

      But Magdalina and Emma shared a secret glance, and I knew this had to be part of the plan. Gods, I hoped Magdalina knew what she was doing.

      “I am the White Rose,” Emma said boldly. “I am Emmaline Sosna, Ethan’s mate. And I am here to testify.”

      “Did you really have to make that dramatic of an entrance?” Gabby stated blankly. Her lack of shock was suspicious to the court, but Gabby despised Emma so harshly, even she couldn’t be forced to put on a show.

      Emma turned her back on Gabby and ignored her. “I will take the truth-telling enchantment. I plan to tell nothing other than the facts.”

      My stomach rolled in nervousness. Emma sensed my panic, and I heard her voice resonate inside my head. Stay calm, she insisted. Magdalina and I know what we’re doing. We’re getting you out of this.

      I sank a little into my chair. I had to trust my mate. She was my only way out of here.

      Elijah went to object, but Magdalina cut him off. “Then let’s have at it! Lord Tremaine, you are excellent at casting these enchantments. Will you cast one on my witness in front of the court, so there is no doubt as to the validity of what she says?”

      Lord Tremaine made a face. Elijah glared at him, but under the pressure of the court, he had no choice. He waved his hand, and a glittering glow settled over Emma, nestling into her hair as she took the witness stand.

      Magdalina prowled before the stand. “Miss Sosna, can you tell me exactly how you became the White Rose?”

      Emma sat up. “I was hired by none other than Queen Gabriella.”

      Gasps ricocheted across the courtroom. Gazes flickered to Gabby. She barely managed to retain her composure.

      “I see,” Magdalina replied. “And what was the meaning of this… position?”

      “She hired me to work for the crown,” Emma replied. “My instructions were to hunt down those who she deemed a threat to Malovia. Mainly, the Phantom.”

      “Of course,” Magdalina replied. “Can you elaborate?”

      “I wasn’t sure of who the Phantom was, at first,” Emma said. “In time, I discovered it was Ethan. I did what I could to stop him, though he was determined to keep up his work. I didn’t reveal myself to him— not at first. Eventually, he found out who I was, and that I was working for the queen.”

      “And we all know your work was approved of by the king and queen,” Magdalina replied. “After all, King Elijah himself presented you as a friend to his audience at the masquerade ball last year.”

      “Yes.” Emma nodded. “Afterward, Ethan and I had a disagreement. I wanted him to put his work as the Phantom aside, so we could live a normal life. He refused, because he was certain his work as the Phantom benefited Malovia. So I broke it off. We spent the summer apart. After we returned to Arcanea University, Ethan showed me he was willing to change. He stopped his Phantom work, almost completely. We both decided to work together to protect Malovia during the Slaughter of the Innocents.”

      “You had help,” Elijah growled. “You two weren’t the only vigilantes running around Dolinska in the previous months. Six other people were noted to be with you.”

      “But you don’t have proof of who those people are, do you, my king?” Magdalina asked.

      Elijah gritted his teeth. He couldn’t implicate any of my friends, because they’d been careful enough not to leave any evidence behind. Certainly, it was obvious the companions of the Phantom were definitely those who surrounded themselves beside me. But if the obvious couldn’t be proved in court, it was all but useless.

      “No,” he said finally. “But they’re not on trial here.”

      “Yet Ethan is. And I must point out that vigilantism isn’t sanctified by the law,” Magdalina said. “The White Rose works for the King and Queen of Malovia, and therefore, is a government entity. She is well within the right of the law to perform acts on behalf of the crown, and therefore, any involvement the Phantom has with her means that his actions are legally verified as well. As we can see that the White Rose and the Phantom were working together since the night of the masquerade before your highnesses’ coronation, we can safely assume that everything the Phantom was found guilty of thereafter was a part of his work for the crown. That cannot be used against him in court.”

      That tossed out a significant number of charges. Elijah sneered.

      Emma continued. “The Phantom and the White Rose worked together, to save lives. Whatever the Phantom did before then was to protect the city. Ethan was willing to put Malovia first— even before our bond.”

      “Precisely my point,” Magdalina said. “How can that be considered treason? After all, my queen, you have personally approved of at least half of these so-called infractions merely by hiring the White Rose to work for you. How can the public be sure that the Phantom wasn’t working on behalf of the monarchy from the start, without the knowledge of the police force? After all, before his recent disownment, he was a part of the royal family.”

      Magdalina was making it look like I was a tool of the crown. She was posing me as a convenient scapegoat, disposed of by the monarchy once my usefulness had run out. That didn’t fare well for Gabby and Eli.

      Gabby stilled, but Elijah grasped her hand and squeezed it. “Enough of this. We’ve done nothing wrong. I’m more concerned with the defendant’s strange behavior— and odd appearance— in the previous few months, before a miraculous recovery.”

      “We’ve already covered this,” Magdalina said shortly. “Ethan’s illness was due to a division between him and his mate.”

      “How do we know if they’re even bonded?” Gabby accused. She was throwing out whatever she could to regain control.

      “Ethan and I took a vow during our Choosing ceremony. We are bonded for life,” Emma replied.

      “Taking a vow doesn’t mean you share a magical connection,” Gabby accused. “Where’s the proof?”

      Magdalina gave a curt sigh. “Lady Korva. If you please.”

      Lady Korva stood. With a distasteful expression, she raised her hand. Both Emma and I gasped at the same time her magic hit us. A gold thread, one as thick around as my arm, hovered in the air. It sprung out of my chest and connected to Emma’s heart, linking us as one.

      Such an intimate moment was tough to endure in public. This should only be for Emma and I. It nearly brought tears to my eyes to see our bond in the flesh. Emma’s lip trembled.

      “There. Bold as brass,” Magdalina said. “Proof that Emmaline and Ethan are indeed fated mates.”

      Lady Korva sat down, and the threads of the bond faded away. Elijah was hardly disillusioned. He towered overhead and said, “Good. So we can get some real answers. Miss Sosna, can you tell the court if your mate was possessed by a demon last semester?”

      “I had no knowledge if he was or wasn’t possessed at the time of⁠—”

      “Answer the question with a simple yes or no,” Elijah growled.

      Emma was caught. Under the influence of the truth-telling spell, she spoke. “Yes. Ethan was possessed by a leshane. The same one that killed his father.”

      The court erupted. Several people screamed aloud, and the Circle broke into exclamations of betrayal. Elijah grinned, like he’d won.

      That was it. I was certainly fucked.

      Yet with a look around the room, I saw Magdalina hadn’t lost her head. It was as if this was part of the plan. Emma looked similarly undisturbed.

      If she wasn’t panicking, neither would I.

      Hold on, Emma echoed inside my head, and I did. I grasped onto her like she was my lifeline, because I was sinking fast.

      “Order!” Steward Solomon cried. It took a few more shouts from him to calm the room down. “Yes, order!”

      Everyone fell quiet, and he brushed off his coat. “Well, I think we’re done here. If the defendant was possessed by a demon, I don’t see any reason as to drag this on. The sentencing should proceed at once.”

      “Not quite,” Magdalina replied. “As you all can bear witness, Ethan is not possessed currently. He’s fine now. Why do you think that is?”

      Solomon froze. Lady Magdalina turned to Emma. “Miss Sosna, can you tell the court the details of your mate’s possession?”

      Emma took a breath, preparing to take a risk. “Ethan came to me after we broke up. He revealed to me that he was possessed, and that he needed help exorcising the leshane. It took some time, but we worked together to find a method that would work. Eventually, we performed an exorcism together. Ethan summoned his god, Luka, and cast the demon out. It was destroyed.”

      Emma had carefully left out the part about Hattie and the witches, implying that she herself performed the exorcism and killed the demon. It was hardly believable, but as it was, there was no other explanation for the court to go to. No one would believe a fae would consult the help of the Miriamic Coven, no matter how desperate.

      Lord Radcliffe’s voice was skeptical as he glanced at Magdalina. “You can’t seriously be saying a Second Year sorceress was able to exorcise a leshane, a demon that no one in our community has previously had the power to banish?” he barked.

      “That is correct,” Magdalina replied. “Emmaline Sosna is the most proficient sorceress of our time. She will prove to be extraordinary, if only given the space to grow.”

      “How do we know she didn’t use a magical artifact to exorcise the leshane, like she used the dark necklace during the King’s Contest to cheat?” Lady Korva bit.

      “With what object?” Emma tossed her hands in the air. “What on earth do the fae possess that is able to exorcise powerful demons?”

      It was clear the answer was nothing. Lord Tremaine leaned over to Elijah. “Forgive me, your highness, but magic such as Miss Sosna has exhibited cannot be ignored. If she did exorcise the leshane, she is extremely powerful. And that power is going to be an asset once we move on the Miriamic Coven. To execute her mate would dramatically inhibit the power of her magic. We can’t afford to give that up.”

      “I won’t be forced to fight a war I don’t believe in,” Emma snarled.

      “You will do what the crown demands,” Gabby snapped.

      “Not without my mate,” Emma responded. “You kill Ethan, you hurt me. I won’t be half as powerful if he’s not by my side. And you need me, if you really want to start this war.”

      Lady Germaine’s eyes sparked with greed. “She’s certainly stronger than we all expected. She could be a great asset. With her kind of power, once she graduates, she could become our strongest High Priestess, or even be the one to lead us into battle against the other supernatural races.”

      Lady Germaine spoke as if she wanted to use Emma to pull off spells that she couldn’t herself. Emma scowled at her.

      “Ethan Hastek must be executed for his crimes. He has betrayed the country!” Elijah growled.

      “With the kind of magic that Emmaline Sosna possesses, we could wipe the Miriamic Coven off the face of the Earth, and be rid of those damned witches forever!” Lord Radcliffe boomed. “Your highness, this kind of power isn’t worth sacrificing for one mere vigilante! We cannot afford to throw it away!”

      Elijah’s knuckles cracked as he tightened his fists. He was in a tight spot. He couldn’t kill me without damaging Emma’s magic— which he couldn’t ignore under the Circle’s plight. The whole kingdom knew how strong she was now. They wouldn’t understand why Elijah would hinder Emma’s magic when his whole campaign over the past year had been growing Malovia’s power, so we could attack the other magical races once the time was right.

      No personal grudge against me was worth giving up such a powerful weapon as Emma, and no one besides Eli and Gabby knew that they wanted to kill her anyway, to obtain the stones at any cost. Magdalina had used my possession to our advantage.

      Magdalina continued on. “From what we can deduce, the demon inside of Ethan provoked him to commit crimes. Perhaps to even become the Phantom in the first place. But even during his possession, Ethan was strong enough to defend his country and battle with his reasonings. Once the demon inside of him was vanquished, he became a beacon of hope for Malovia. He saved lives and rescued souls during the Slaughter of the Innocents. Certainly nothing he has done since warrants death, or even a lifetime of imprisonment. We can even count his actions as heroic, for being so strong against the demon’s influence.”

      Lord Lucien shifted forward. “Ethan has committed crimes, that much is true,” he began. “However, upon evaluation of the evidence, it is clear that his good deeds outnumber his sins. So what is the court to do? Sentence a man who has helped and aided Malovia far more than hurt it, at the detriment of our future?”

      He gestured to Emma. The court remained silent, until Elijah spoke. “We must make a decision. There’s no way to evaluate the balance between what the defendant has done.”

      “There is one way,” Magdalina began. “The old way.”

      My heart skipped a beat, and Gabby spoke. “You aren’t suggesting a return to the ancient law.”

      “Yes. My client demands a trial-by-combat.”

      My stomach bottomed out. The courtroom erupted again— Solomon began shouting, to tell everyone to quiet down.

      Emma’s face went pale, but she didn’t understand the true implications. It was more than just a battle. It was a fight to the death.

      “You all know the law,” Magdalina shouted over the noise. “A trial-by-combat is seen as a judgement by the gods. If Ethan wins the fight, and kills his opponent during the battle, he walks free!”

      “A trial-by-combat can only be performed by a member of the Circle, and none of us here are absurd enough to bargain our lives for this fool,” Elijah spat.

      Lord Lucien slowly rose from his seat. “With exception, your highness, I volunteer to battle on the Circle’s behalf,” Lucien said. “It would be my honor to fight for the reputation of the crown.”

      No. Horror swelled throughout my form. I wanted Lucien to look at me, but he wouldn’t.

      I instead turned to Emma. She seemed frozen on the witness stand, tears beading in her eyes.

      This wasn’t part of the plan, Emma wept.

      Maybe not yours, I replied. I was certain Lord Lucien and Lady Magdalina had been plotting this all along. But Lucien was talking about sacrificing himself for me. It was worse than unjust. It wasn’t right!

      A grin began to slide across Elijah’s face. “Very well. If the defendant demands a trial-by-combat, we will give it to him, effective immediately.”

      Elijah’s voice was meshed with glee. Lucien had more experience than I. He was certain I’d be killed.

      “With his prosthetic, I assume,” Magdalina added. “It’s hardly a fair fight if one of the combatants cannot walk.”

      Elijah’s face soured. “Yes. Of course.”

      He’d been planning on withholding it from me. Bastard had thought of everything, but so had Lady Magdalina.

      Steward Solomon cleared his throat. “Ethan Hastek, your mate will be held in contempt, as assurance you will not throw away the match on purpose to save Lord Lucien’s life. If you are slain, your mate will be found guilty by association, and executed along with you. Take them to the Field.”

      Emma shrieked as two soldiers put her in noxite cuffs. I screamed in rage and tried to fight off the guards, but I couldn’t get to her. They dragged me out of the courtroom, out of my mate’s sight and in the direction of the arena.

      I’d told Emma once that everything mates did, they did together. That a crime one was found guilty of, the other usually suffered the consequences of.

      But in trials of treason involving execution, that was hardly ever the case. Mates usually walked free.

      Not this time. This was the court case of the century, and Elijah wanted to make sure to set an example.

      I had a choice to make. Emma’s life, or Lord Lucien’s.

      It wasn’t much of a choice. I already knew what I had to do.

      But gods, every part of me rebelled at the thought of it.

      I was thrown into one of the holding rooms at the Field. My prosthetic was tossed in after me. I scrambled to put it on. It was painful— the gel liner and the prosthetic sock I wore was filthy, and my skin had developed a rash for wearing my prosthetic so long in prison without bathing. The area was green and yellow with infection. I might’ve screamed aloud with pain if the situation wasn’t so dire, but I gritted my teeth and forced my way through it.

      Once I’d gotten to my feet, I began tugging at the doors of the holding room. All of them were locked.

      “It’s no use. We must accept our fate.”

      Lord Lucien’s deep tone made me still. I turned. He’d arrived for the short time we had for a final discussion.

      I grabbed Lucien’s arms. “I can’t do this. I will not kill you.”

      “Do not lie to me. You will do whatever is necessary to save Emma,” Lord Lucien told me gently.

      He was right. And yet that didn’t make it any less painful. “Emma needs the both of us,” I pleaded weakly.

      Lucien’s voice became more aggressive. "Ethan, I am giving you no choice. I’m not putting on a show. This is kill or be killed. If you don't end me, I'll be forced to slay you where you stand. And I will not hesitate. One of us must stay alive, to protect Emma. If you cannot do what has to be done, I will.”

      He was deadly serious. Magdalina had threatened me once— told me that if I could not protect my mate, she would find someone else to take my place.

      Apparently, Lucien held the same opinion.

      “How could you offer yourself up like this? You can still stop the battle. Say you won’t fight me.”

      “From the moment you put that mask on, I knew one day I would have to give my life, so I could protect yours,” Lucien replied, and he grasped my arms. “For nearly two years now I have been concealing your movements, making excuses, hiding evidence. I was certain it all had to come to a close. I made peace with that long ago.”

      So Lord Lucien had known all this time I was the Phantom, and had been covering for me. That night we’d fought in my lair before he’d set the cultist I’d tortured free came back to mind. He’d been trying to save me from myself.

      I should’ve listened to my mentor and resisted succumbing to my darkness. We wouldn’t be here now if I had.

      “I owe you so much.” My voice was heavy and choked. “It’s only because of you I was able to do what I could.”

      “You made a choice to defend Malovia. Now it’s my turn to make a sacrifice for my country,” Lucien said. “We both know the king and queen can’t remain in power for long without ruining the nation. You and Emma are the best hope Malovia’s got. The fae can’t lose you. Let an old man go.”

      He let his grip fall from my arms, and my own hold felt weak. I’d lost so much in service of my country. How much more was I bound to lose?

      “I will not hold back,” Lucien told me. “The people need to see that you deserve your freedom. Use what I taught you to win.”

      The doors of the holding room slid open. Direct sunlight hit my face, and I threw an arm up to shield my eyesight. Lord Lucien stepped forward into the arena, and I followed him.

      The Field was open, blank and covered in a thin layer of snow. It reminded me of my time in the King’s Contest, and how Emma and I had fought here to win the crown. The arena felt far from kind. Again, it was a colosseum of death.

      In the middle of the Field was a giant flaming pyre. It’d been built several feet high, and was blazing with flame. The stands of the Field were already full of participants eager to watch the match.

      In the royal box stood Gabby and Elijah, with the rest of the Circle. Emma stood beside them, hands still bound and surrounded by guards. She remained still only by Lady Magdalina's hand, which was placed firmly on her shoulder.

      Lord Lucien withdrew his sword from his side. There was a sword lying on the ground before me. It wasn’t my own, a cheap make of metal. I picked it up and found it was almost dull to the touch. My cousin certainly wasn’t doing me any favors.

      Elijah strode forward. His voice projected outward with his illusion magic as he spoke. “This will be a trial-by-combat. To prove his innocence, Ethan Hastek has agreed to battle Lord Lucien, a member of the Circle, to the death. The loser’s body will be thrown on the pyre, burned, and promptly forgotten about. Let the match begin!”

      The crowd broke into a roar, and Lord Lucien sprung, leaving me little time to react. I jumped out of the way and batted his sword aside, but it wasn’t a second after that he came for more. He swung his sword upward in two uniform arcs, but I combated them, my arms shaking with the force of his strength.

      I dodged to the left and jabbed my sword outward, but it didn’t even graze his cloak before he lashed out once more. I ducked and rolled. The blade sang overhead, and adrenaline rushed through my body as I realized he’d almost cleaved me in two.

      Lord Lucien was unlike any combatant I’d ever fought. He’d trained me, but he’d never gone all-out on me during practice.

      This was different. His movements were sharp and quick. I barely had time to raise my sword to combat him before he went to strike another blow. Once, I was too slow, and the tip of his sword cut into my bicep. I cried out and grabbed my arm, blood droplets spattering the snow. Lucien swung again, and more blood poured out of my arm as I raised my weapon to stop him from cleaving my skull in half.

      I was tired. I’d had little rest and hardly any sustenance during my imprisonment. I couldn’t keep up a fight with a master swordsman like Lord Lucien for long. Yet it was all I could do to reflect his blows and back away as Lucien more or less chased me to the center of the arena.

      I used two hands on my hilt, to stop the relentless assault that was Lord Lucien. His eyes were blank— his stare, merciless. I could nearly convince myself he wasn’t my mentor at all, just a man on a mission.

      By the gods. He was really going to kill me. Terror swarmed in my intestines and made my skin crawl. This was real. Lucien was testing me, seeing if I had the stomach to defend Emma at any cost. If I did not, he’d take my place.

      The only way out of this would be death— by my hand, or by his, I didn’t know.

      The flames of the pyre behind me made my back warm, as if I was against the very precipice of hell. I had nowhere to go. Lucien had me cornered against the pyre, trapped.

      Lucien moved so quickly, I forgot who he was. What took over was a primal need to defend myself, and save my own life. If he struck, it would be a fatal blow.

      Lucien swung his sword backward, to sever my head. Emma’s face broke into my mind, and I reacted. I screamed and dove my sword forward, aiming the point at his gut.

      The blade sunk in. I heard him audibly wheeze as the dull blade punctured his stomach, burying itself past his innards and through to the other side.

      I stood there for a moment, both hands on the hilt of the blade as I processed what I had done. Blood dripped out of Lord Lucien’s body, and the sword fell from his hand. He coughed, and I made a wretched sound. I pulled the blade out of his form— had I really done that?— and felt the sword scratch bone as it came free.

      The Field was utterly silent. Lord Lucien fell to his knees. I collapsed beside him, and caught him before his back hit the ground. Redness covered my clothes and stained my hands, and a vital liquid dampened the snow, filling out in pools around us.

      “Well done.” Lucien spoke past the blood pouring past his lips. “A worthy strike. I never saw it coming.”

      My voice trembled as his warm blood stained my hands. “I didn’t— I didn’t want to⁠—”

      “I have always considered you a son,” Lucien gasped. “Malovia should be proud, to have a hero like you.”

      The light dimmed from his eyes. Lucien let out a dying breath. His hand fell to the side, and his body went utterly still in my arms.

      No. This… it couldn’t be real.

      I shook him a little, but Lord Lucien didn’t stir. His gaze remained blank toward the cloudy skies, and the warmth was already retreating from his body.

      He was dead. I had brought about his end.

      Tears stemmed from my eyes and landed on Lord Lucien’s cloak. I threw my head back and let out a cry of grief. It was like watching my father die all over again. Now I was responsible for the deaths of two men I’d held dear— my father, and another man who’d I’d considered my father just as well. When would my rampage end?

      I heard footsteps running across the snow to get to me. Emma fell by my side— she’d been let go and unbound. Tears streaked her face, but she pulled me back. I fell into her arms, clutching her tightly as Lord Lucien’s corpse remained sprawled across my lap.

      I heard more footsteps. Lady Magdalina herself came forward— elegant, but stiff. With tears coursing down her perfect face, she used her telepathy magic to levitate Lord Lucien’s body into the air.

      I cried out and tried to grab his body, to keep it within my reach, but Emma snatched my wrists. “Ethan, stop. He’s gone.”

      The fight went out of me. Lady Magdalina set Lucien’s body gently down on the flaming pyre. I watched in agony as the flames burned Lord Lucien’s body into nothing but ash, the flames eating away at his form until only his skeleton remained, and even then… nothing.

      Emma buried herself in my shoulder, so she wouldn’t have to watch it all. I held Emma, and my gaze went upward, toward my hated, bastard cousin in the stands.

      Elijah was quivering in anger. Even Gabby appeared frightened. She didn’t rush to comfort him, only remained still. He was moments away from losing control in front of the entirety of Dolinska.

      I hoped he did. I wanted everyone to see what a psychotic maniac he was. His rage was the only consolation prize in this hell. My release, the only redemption. He couldn’t contain me now. I had won my trial.

      But at a terrible cost.

      Elijah couldn’t seem to speak, so Solomon did so for him. “The defendant, Ethan Hasek, has been found not-guilty. He is officially cleared of all charges, and is now free to go.”

      There was only light applause. Most of the crowd was shocked that I’d managed to kill Lord Lucien— a respected warrior of the Circle.

      Elijah spun on his heel and strode off. Gabby followed, and the rest of the governing members of Malovia headed behind.

      Lady Magdalina spoke softly to us. “The Circle will be gathering. I must attend. I am very sorry for both of you. But Lucien did what had to be done.”

      She swept away then. Her words left a hole in me. Lucien had mused on this possibility for weeks, desperate to save my life. He’d given it all up, for Emma and I.

      What was it all for?

      The crowd began to filter out of the Field. Soon, it was only my friends who were left in the stands, and Emma and I still on the Field. The pyre continued to burn.

      I was free to journey anywhere, but I felt more trapped than ever.

      “I don’t know where to go,” I said hoarsely. It was just as much a comment on the state of my soul as it was a note on how I’d been abandoned by my mother. I had friends to stay with, people who would take me in, but not a place of my own. I’d been left penniless and discarded by the royal family.

      “You’re staying with me tonight,” Emma replied. “We’re going back to Arcanea University. You need to go home.”

      Home. It was a comfort. The university was the one place left where I belonged.

      “I have nothing left, not even my own name,” I choked out.

      “You have me,” Emma said. “We’re all we need.”

      I did have Emma. She was enough. Our bond was the only thing I could cling to, in the glaring light of Lucien’s sacrifice.

      We’d rebuild our lives together. Though I wasn’t sure if we could ever replace what had been dearly lost.
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      Whenever I thought the world couldn’t get any crueler, somehow, it always did.

      Ethan walked on his own, but still, I was carrying the weight of his emotions alongside my own as we returned to the university. Class didn’t start until January eleventh, but the dorms had opened up today for students to move in early.

      Good thing, too. Ethan and I needed somewhere to go, and it was too overwhelming to be smothered by friends and family right now.

      Our friends remained at a distance. I nodded to Stefan, and he took the lead, whispering to the others we needed space. They cleared out of the stands of the Field on their own, presumably to head back to the Slasky mansion.

      Arthur’s face was completely stricken. Like me, Lord Lucien had been his favorite teacher. I guess the two of them had spent a lot of time together last semester, when Arthur had used a few credit hours for an intense fae history dissertation. Lucien had spent the whole semester teaching Arthur everything he knew about the fae. All that knowledge would now live on in my brother. Vara put her hands on Arthur’s shoulders, guiding him away as his expression appeared stunned.

      I kept an arm around Ethan’s waist as we hobbled back. I was afraid the shifter would crumble against me. Watching him be forced to go through that… it was too much. I couldn’t get the image of Ethan’s sword spearing through Lucien’s body, the anguish on my mate’s face as he realized he’d killed Lucien in one blow. It was a special kind of hell.

      My heart lurched and twisted, but I forced my own feelings aside for now. Ethan had endured so much suffering since he’d been imprisoned, and he needed me to stay strong.

      We left the Field behind us and shuffled through the streets of Dolinska with our heads down. I expected the press to be swarming everywhere, but there were no cameras in sight.

      Elijah had probably forbidden them to film any more coverage. Ethan had won. Anything that put the crown in a bad light, the news media wasn’t allowed to broadcast, and this trial had nearly made a mockery of the monarchy altogether.

      Gabby and Eli would make us pay for it, but at the moment, I couldn’t be bothered. What we needed was to rest, and regroup. We’d figure out a plan later.

      Before I put a hand on my dorm room door, Ethan grasped my wrist. “Is it safe?”

      He was worried there might be an assassin or a curse waiting for us inside, but I shook my head. “I used the Unseelie protection spell my grandmother taught me. No one can get in or out unless they’re a friend. And I’m carrying an apple branch on me from now on, to absorb any curses if someone tries to hex me. We’ll be fine.”

      Ethan nodded shortly. Yet when I opened the door, I gasped. My furniture had been completely rearranged. My bed was facing the window, in a different direction than it had been when I’d left it last semester, and my dresser was by the bathroom door now. Various other little items, like my shelving units and my bookcase, had swapped places.

      Tygrys, my faerie folk, was buzzing eagerly around the room like a busy bee. The miniature tiger with monarch wings and curly antennae fluttered and chuffed. When he saw me, Tygrys let out a loud coo. I held out a finger, and he perched on it with a twisting tail.

      Professor Mara had said malyludwy enjoyed rearranging furniture. I didn’t feel much like laughing, but a giggle escaped my lips anyway. “You’ve been busy, haven’t you, Tygrys?”

      He purred, and his antennae wiggled. The office chair hovered into the air and glided across the room before settling in front of my desk, which was on the opposite side it had been.

      I knew better to tell him he should’ve asked first. Fae creatures did what they wanted. He’d been surviving off the honey nectar I’d left out in a bowl for him over break, but that was nearly gone. He hovered by my ear and gave a loud yowl.

      “In a minute,” I told him. Ethan’s expression was still hollow and blank. Tygrys observed Ethan’s grieving expression, and stuck out his lip.

      Ethan stood there like he didn’t know what to do. He was awaiting instruction.

      There were a lot of physical steps we needed to take care of before we dealt with the emotional heaviness. Right. Shower, food, sleep.

      “Come on.” I took Ethan’s hands and led him into the bathroom. Tygrys fluttered over to the curtains, and with his tiny teeth, pulled them shut over the windows.

      I started stripping off Ethan’s clothes. It was like he couldn’t do it himself. When I pulled his shirt off of him, his head wavered, and he nearly fell over.

      I was really starting to worry the events of the day had turned my mate into a zombie. His eyes were similarly dull.

      I winced as I looked at the bruises covering Ethan’s skin, barely visible under the filth. Elijah’s guards had done a number on him, and he needed to soak the wounds.

      Even so, Ethan had to rinse off before he took a bath. He was caked in dirt.

      My mate looked at the shower like it was a hurdle to be conquered. “I need something to sit on,” Ethan said in despair. “I can’t⁠—”

      “I have a shower chair.” Miroslava had prescribed me one, just in case my fatigue got too much for me to bathe properly. I’d never used it, but I’d kept it around in case Ethan needed it. I got it out of the cabinet, and unfolded it before I placed it inside the tub and turned on the hot water.

      Ethan sat on the toilet and fiddled with his prosthetic. His fingers slipped, and he swore. His hands were shaking.

      “I’ve got it.” I wasn’t sure how to take it off, but I figured it couldn’t be too hard. I knelt down and pressed the release button on the top of the prosthetic, before I slowly pulled off the socket and set the prosthetic aside.

      When I peeled back the gel liner, I almost yelped, but held it in for Ethan’s sake. What was left of Ethan’s limb was covered in blood. A yellow and green infection had crept over the skin, and the area smelled rotten and festering.

      It was days from entering his blood and becoming septic, if that. I would have to call Miroslava and ask for antibiotics, stat.

      I didn’t gag. I was used to gross shit from being disabled, and from being a crazy fae running around killing monsters all the time. I helped Ethan into the shower seat, and as the water ran over his form, I didn’t bother to draw the curtain. We got a lot of water on the floor, but I couldn’t give a shit.

      I always had antiseptic soap in the shower. I used it to clean off after class before I washed up with a moisturizing body wash afterward. I bustled around moving bottles while Ethan watched dirty water spin down the drain.

      I had to be careful. If Ethan’s infection was contagious, I could get it myself. I was very cautious not to touch the wound as I used a sponge to wash the dirt off his skin. I used a separate sponge to clean the infected area. I knew it had to sting and be incredibly painful, but as I washed the wound with antiseptic, Ethan barely blinked.

      When he was clean, I helped him out of the tub. I dried him off, then carefully applied ointment to his wound before wrapping it with gauze. One good thing about having an immune deficiency— you always had more medical supplies than the hospital.

      Once I’d helped Ethan hop back to my bed, I took a fresh jar of honey out of my bag and poured it into the bowl for Tygrys. He lapped it up greedily, while I threw Ethan’s tattered clothes and boots in the trash. I’d burn them later. He needed something fresh.

      Ethan slipped naked under the covers before I tucked him in. “There. All snug and cozy?”

      He didn’t answer. Okay, I knew Ethan was the strong and silent type, but he was seriously freaking me out right now.

      I took a breath. “You need to eat something.”

      “I’m hardly hungry.” His hollow voice caused a shiver to race up my spine.

      “It doesn’t matter. If that wound is going to heal, you need to keep your energy up.”

      Ethan didn’t respond, and I frowned. “Are you gonna be okay if I dip out for a sec? I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Ethan stared at the walls. “Yeah.”

      Gods, I didn’t want to leave him alone right now, but he hadn’t eaten since the last time I’d brought him food. He needed to recover, and asking one of our friends to bring us something felt invasive right now. “I won’t be long.”

      Tygrys flew across the room and nestled in Ethan’s hair, purring. Ethan closed his eyes.

      When I closed the door and Ethan could no longer see me, I permitted my lip to wobble and a few tears to fall. Without the immediate importance of caring for my mate, I had to face my own grief.

      My breaths came out ragged, like a knife had punctured my lungs. Lord Lucien’s loss weighed heavily on my shoulders, crushing me and causing my reserve to falter.

      I didn’t have a dad. Lord Lucien had been the closest thing to a father-figure I had. He wasn’t just a professor to me, a teacher. He’d been my friend. An adult who cared about me, someone with experience to guide me in this stupid quest to save the world.

      Though we weren’t related, I felt his absence stronger than I felt my birth father’s. Lucien meant something to me. He’d helped me so many times on my journey to become the Worldweaver. He’d always been there to listen whenever I needed to talk, to give advice when I didn’t know what to do next. He’d helped me learn my magic. He made me feel strong when I was considering ending the bond with Ethan, and had been there for me when all seemed lost during the Slaughter of the Innocents.

      And now he was gone. Vanished in a plume of ashes and smoke, killed by the hand of my own mate.

      What a terrible world this was.

      I barely suppressed tears as I began the walk down to the cafeteria in a daze. Unexpectedly, my steps changed. I wasn’t sure where I was going, until I found myself taking the winding staircase upward, to Lady Magdalina’s office.

      I thought I would have to wait for her, but the Circle meeting must’ve been short, because she was sitting at her desk scribbling on a mess of papers. She looked up as I walked in. “Emmaline.”

      I didn’t answer or explain. I couldn’t hold the tears back. They coursed down my face as I conjured a battle orb. It grew blue and blazing in my hand, sapphire shadows flickering across the room.

      It was her fault Lucien had died. This hadn’t been a part of our plan. She knew about the trial-by-combat, had it ready just in case things weren’t looking good. It’d been her strategy all along, to toss Lucien away. She could’ve at least told me, so I had time to say goodbye.

      The day before I’d left for Arcanea University, my mother had words of warning for me about Magdalina and her scheming. “She’ll ask you to do things that will be extremely difficult, and expects success every time.”

      Mom’s warning barely seemed adequate now. With Lady Magdalina on our side, we’d always win.

      But what we’d have to lose to gain that victory almost didn’t seem worth it. Lady Magdalina had expected me to bear the brunt of Lucien’s loss. What she wanted from me was more than difficult. It was torturous.

      Lady Magdalina watched me calmly. Without a word, I reared my hand back. I let out an agonized scream and tossed it straight at her head, as hard as I could.

      Lady Magdalina briskly stood, and waved her hand. My battle orb fizzled out before it graced her presence. I gave another angry yell and threw another battle orb at her, and another, and another.

      She stopped them all. At this point, I’d given up on magic and was ready to use my fists. I stomped toward her, but before I had time to draw a hand back, I fell to my knees. Sobs emitted from my chest as I buried my head in my hands. “How could you?”

      “Oh, my dear.” Lady Magdalina sank beside me and wrapped me in her arms. “For the greater good, we all have to make sacrifices.”

      I sobbed into her bodice, hating her and loving her all at the same time. As much as I despised her for giving up Lord Lucien… it had been in exchange for Ethan’s life.

      And in the end, if I had to choose, it would always be my mate.

      Lady Magdalina stroked my hair. “Chin up, Emmaline. I promise you will feel happiness again.”

      Her comfort seemed inadequate, even heartless. I knew I would. But in this moment, it didn’t feel like there’d ever be light in the world once more. Lucien and Ethan’s faces flashed before my eyes, sucking the joy from my heart.

      I could not keep them both.
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        * * *

      

      Ethan was asleep when I slipped back in, carrying two takeout boxes. I set them gently on the desk, and Tygrys mewed. I put a finger to my lips, to tell him to be quiet.

      Didn’t work. Ethan stirred anyway. His eyes blearily blinked as he smelled the food.

      “I got your favorite,” I offered. “Prime rib, extra rare, with a side of pork.”

      Yes, Ethan got a side of meat with his meat. Quite wolfish. And bad for his cholesterol, though I hoped his shifter blood could handle it.

      He managed to sit up. I handed him his box, and he began eating slowly.  Ethan fed bits of fat to Tygrys as he cut them off, and the tiger faerie chewed in ecstasy.

      I didn’t even care if he got grease on the sheets, but though he was starving, Ethan was polite and well-mannered when he ate.

      Side effect of being raised royal, I guessed.

      My stomach dropped. Much of Ethan’s identity had revolved around being a prince. Now that he was a prince no longer, would he lose himself again?

      That couldn’t happen. We’d done so much work last semester to help him find who he was. He couldn’t backslide now.

      I was barely able to stomach a chicken-salad sandwich, though it’d looked amazing when I’d picked it up. We didn’t say much as we ate. When we were nearly done, I said, “You should leave your prosthetic off for a few days, at least until we get back to class. The infection needs time to heal.”

      Ethan shrugged. I threw the takeout containers away, and sat across from him. Tygrys kneaded his paws on the blanket.

      We had to talk about this. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “I gave the final blow.” His voice was deadened, a wasteland.

      “We have to face facts. Lucien had this planned with Lady Magdalina. They’d probably decided on it before your trial even started. They had weeks to strategize.”

      I took a breath. “I hate to admit this, but if anything, Lucien killed himself. He chose his own death. And that’s just as important to the fae as anything, to decide how they will die. He had an honorable death in battle. He’ll be escorted by Milonna to the Great Hunting Grounds.”

      “He didn’t have to die, Emma.”

      “Sacrifices have to be made,” I insisted, remembering Magdalina’s words from earlier. “You can’t blame yourself. Lucien knew what he was doing, and he was willing to give his life up for you. You can’t repay him by giving up. The best way you can honor his sacrifice is to keep moving forward.”

      “If I hadn’t become the Phantom, hadn’t gotten caught⁠—”

      “Then thousands of people would be dead,” I finished. “Ethan, your work as the Phantom saved countless lives, especially during the Slaughter of the Innocents. If we hadn’t stepped in, the casualties from that night would’ve been even greater than they are. And if Lucien was here, he’d tell you he was honored to give up his life to save the lives of others. It was in his blood to serve Malovia, just like you. To be angry at him for his choice to save you is to dishonor his legacy.”

      I knew Ethan was pondering this, because he remained silent. Tygrys cooed. The lights in the room dimmed at his magic, and I said, “You need to sleep. We’re safe for now. Everything is going to be all right.”

      Ethan laid back and pulled the blanket over him. I crawled beside him, and he put his head against my chest. Though it was the middle of the day, Ethan was out in moments.

      I couldn’t sleep. I stroked Ethan’s hair and counted his soft breaths as I watched a sliver of sunlight creep through the curtains.

      Looking back was a waste of time. Lucien was gone forever. There was no bringing him back. He’d paid the ultimate cost to make sure Ethan remained at my side, so I could fulfill my destiny as the Worldweaver.

      I used to be afraid of the prophecy. Any mention of it before would paralyze me with fear.

      Now that we’d lost Lord Lucien? I wasn’t afraid of a damn thing. Lucien had believed I’d fulfill my task and save the fae, so I was determined to do just that.

      No matter what price I had to pay, I wasn’t going to let him down.
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        * * *

      

      Time seemed stuck for the next week. Ethan stayed in my dorm room and didn’t come out. All our friends had to come visit him. There was worry in their gazes, but I’d told them to be patient. He would come around.

      We weren’t intimate. We barely talked. Day by day, his shock ebbed, but it never completely faded.

      I could sense he wasn’t interested in conversation, but he needed my presence. I worked on translating the Unseelie grimoire in silence as he slept day and night.

      I didn’t breathe a word of the stones or my prophecy. Neither of us were ready for that yet. We needed a break.

      Monday morning was the first day of class. When we got up that morning, he told me he was going to move back to his dorm room across the hall.

      I was sad he was leaving. I’d grown used to waking up beside him every morning. But we were pushing the rules as it was, and getting in trouble with a teacher for violating school policy was the last thing we needed right now.

      But maybe it was a good thing. If Ethan wanted his own room back, maybe he could handle being on his own.

      Before class, Ethan and I visited the Malovian Royal Cemetery, located a block away from the palace. It was where all the members of the Circle were buried, and most of the monarchy... save for kings and queens, who were interned at Milonna’s cathedral.

      It was the first time we’d visited Lord Lucien’s grave. We hadn’t managed to salvage much from the pyre, but while I was taking care of Ethan, our friends had gathered the ashes they could so Lord Lucien could have a proper burial.

      The dirt was covered by a thin layer of snow, and yet you could tell the grave was hardly a week old. Flowers were gathered around the grave— Lord Lucien had been a popular teacher. Everyone loved him. We stood at his headstone, looking down at his name upon the marker.

      
        
        LORD MICHAL LUCIEN

        1980 - 2021

        Wany dawzy, je vixi razim.

      

      

      “What does that phrase mean?” I asked. I couldn’t read Malovian.

      “It’s an old saying. Buried twice, but lived once. Some people believe that if we’ve truly lived noble lives, the Seven Gods give us another chance, and return us to the land to be born again as a new person. The best souls reincarnate dozens of times. The phrase itself— buried twice, but lived once— means no matter how many times the gods choose to send us back to this earth, all the lives we’ve lived are connected. Therefore, we only have one existence, and one soul.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Seems like an odd thing to put on Lord Lucien’s grave. I never heard him mention such a thing.”

      “Don’t think much of it. It’s a common saying to put on the gravestones of Circle members.”

      I wondered if the gods thought Lord Lucien so noble, they’d already decided to send him back to Earth, to reincarnate as a new child and live another life. He deserved it.

      This felt like a repeat of visiting my own father’s grave. It was just as somber, and even more sad. How many more people were going to die on behalf of my destiny as the Worldweaver?

      After we’d stood there for a moment, I checked my watch. “I have to go. Enchanting starts soon,” I told Ethan.

      “Don’t be late.”

      “Do you want me to stay?”

      “No. I need some time alone. I’ll be fine.”

      I worried about leaving him, but through our bond, I sensed he wanted solitude. Perhaps he needed a moment to say his own goodbyes. There hadn’t been a funeral— Elijah had ordered whoever lost the trial-by-combat was to be forgotten about, and therefore, no ceremonies had taken place after he died. We only had a headstone because Lady Magdalina had paid for the monument, in respect to her friend. This was the only farewell Ethan was going to get.

      I gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Okay. See you later.”

      I glanced back before I left the courtyard, and saw Ethan sitting at the foot of the grave. His face was wet, and I longed to comfort him, but I talked myself out of it. Ethan needed to feel the pain to get through this, and as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t help him through it. He had to do that himself.

      I was the last to slip into Professor Calliope’s classroom. I took my familiar seat beside Kiara at our small round table.

      “Girls, I understand this semester is going to be very different from the one before,” Calliope started as everyone settled in their seats. “However, know that the school is doing everything in their power to be here for you.”

      She was talking about Lucien’s death. He’d taught a lot of classes here at the university. Nearly everyone had him at least once. Most people’s schedules, including mine, had to be rearranged or replaced with different classes.

      Calliope rapped the board. “However, I find that hard work can sometimes be the best remedy for sadness. Today’s lesson should provide an excellent distraction from certain… events. Today, we’ll be working on a protective enchantment for objects. If this enchantment is successful, no one will be able to touch your object, save for yourself. It’s an excellent safeguard if you wish to protect something you own, by providing your own magical signature the object can identify with. The weaker the object, the longer the spell will hold, though if something is particularly magically powerful, the enchantment soon wears off. Experiment with various objects, and see what you can get to hold.”

      Calliope rattled on for a half-hour on how to perform the enchantment before she set us loose to work on casting the spell ourselves. I tried casting the spell on a teapot set in front of me, but I didn’t have it in me. It wasn’t that I couldn’t do magic— I just didn’t feel like it.

      Kiara cast the spell on a feather in front of her and said, “Try picking it up.”

      I reached out and grabbed the feather, but it immediately scalded my fingers. I gasped and withdrew my hand as I dropped the feather on the table. Blisters were forming on my fingertips. “Ouch!”

      “Looks like the spell took.” Kiara picked up her feather and turned it around. It didn’t appear to hurt her.

      “Do you think we can cast this spell on the stones?” I whispered. That way, Gabby and Elijah couldn’t get their literal hands on them, even if they fell into their possession.

      “Maybe. But it won’t work long with something of that power. A few minutes, at most,” Kiara said. “The energy of the Crystals will eat the enchantment up.”

      Damn. It was a good try, anyway. Kiara leaned in. “Hey, Em. Open mic is tonight at The Faerie Bean. Delmare’s going to be reading some original work. We really want you and Ethan to come.”

      Class was normal. Hanging out with our friends was normal. Ethan and I desperately needed normalcy, after everything that had happened.

      “We’ll be there,” I told her. “Save us two seats at the front.”

      That night, the lights were dimmed down low at The Faerie Bean, except for a spotlight on the stage, which had a singular microphone and stool. Ethan and I grabbed our drinks, then joined our friends at a table near the front. It was packed in here— every seat was taken. I didn’t know poetry slams at The Faerie Bean were so popular.

      My mouth dropped open, and I let out a laugh when I saw Odette and Theo. “Oh my gods, guys.”

      They were wearing matching shirts. Odette’s read, I’m His Cupcake, and Theo’s read, I’m Her Studmuffin. They were the same color of pink, and had designs of a cupcake and a muffin holding hands.

      I swear, Odette could convince Theo to wear anything. “How did Odette talk you into that one?” I joked as I slid into a seat beside him. Theo smiled in a lovestruck, googly-eyed way that nearly made me puke.

      “Oh, Theo and I went shopping last week,” Odette gushed. “We got all kinds of matching outfits.”

      Both of them raised their mugs at the same time to drink. They’d brought their own coffee mugs, which, if you put them side by side, read, Super Couple.

      Dear gods. We’d created a monster by hooking them up.  The world wasn’t prepared for Odette in love.

      The room quieted down as the cafe manager announced the show was to begin, and Delmare was the first to approach the stage. Delmare was wearing all-black, as usual, with a beret over her hair. She swept up to the mic and sat on the stool, shuffling through journal pages until she began reading aloud.

      
        
        A raven’s rightful cry resounded

        The words that he uttered or wings that he fluttered

        A fate that breaks the bond between mates

        Death has blessed the battlefield.

      

        

      
        His black cloak becomes the worst of jokes

        A murder of crows is an unlikely show

        But one we all must face

        Coffins beneath a barricade

        Stony towers looming

        Sharp beak feasting on flesh and bone.

      

      

      “Yeah, baby. That’s profound,” Stefan said. He’d been nodding along the entire time Delmare was reading. I knew he never missed one of these things. He loved hearing Delmare perform her poetry.

      The rest of the cafe began snapping their fingers as Delmare rose from her seat. Ethan broke into applause, but Stefan grabbed his arm. A couple of people looked at us.

      “No, man, you don’t clap,” Stefan whispered. “You snap.”

      “Huh?” Ethan blinked.

      “Snap your fingers. You know,” Odette said as she demonstrated, finishing with jazz hands. “It’s less disruptive for the audience.”

      “Uh… oh.” A tinge of pink speckled across Ethan’s cheeks.

      A grin spread across my face. “Can you not snap your fingers?” I asked.

      “Not really,” Ethan admitted. “Never got the hang of it.”

      “I thought Emma said you were good with your hands,” Stefan teased.

      “Ass,” Ethan quipped.

      Delmare slid into her seat, and Stefan wrapped his arm around her to pull her closer. “That was beautiful, baby. I love a girl who can go deep.”

      “I can go deep, all right,” Delmare purred, and Stefan gave a sexy growl back.

      “Guys,” I complained. Kiara and Alexei were the only single ones out of the group now, and… well… I could sense that it was pretty awkward for them. Alexei was playing with the napkin dispenser, while Kiara fiddled with a folded paper in her hands.

      Odette did a wonderful job of making a distraction. She bustled up from the table to stand in line near the stage. As her turn came, she strode up to the microphone and shouted, “I wrote this song for my mate! Theo Antov— you all know him, he’s right over there!”

      Odette bounced and pointed at Theo. The spotlight swung over to him, and he waved sheepishly.

      As the spotlight whirled back, Odette gushed, “I practiced this all day! I hope you like it, sugar wuggums!”

      Odette opened her mouth and belted out a song. None of the words rhymed. Her voice was flat, and it cracked on every note. The guy running the audio winced and turned the microphone down.

      Gods, Odette’s singing sounded like a dying seagull. The lack of any instrumental accompaniment made it worse. Theo was grinning, but the rest of our ears were bleeding from Odette’s not-so-lovely singing voice.

      Ethan, though, smirked. It was the first time he had smiled since Lord Lucien had died. A small light gleamed in my heart. The audience sighed in relief when Odette’s song ended, but still snapped to be polite.

      “Wow! I didn’t know you had such a great singing voice!” Theo said as Odette hopped back to the table. He was being totally serious, too. Talk about rose-colored glasses. Smitten didn’t even cover it.

      “Really?” Odette brightened. “Oh, good, I always thought I was terrible. I should sing again for you guys next week!”

      “Let’s just focus on tonight,” Ethan suggested, while we nodded rapidly. Odette sat in Theo’s lap, and he wrapped his arms around her to watch the rest of the open mic.

      As the night continued, I noticed my brother sitting in the crowd, with his mate, Vara, along with Ozzie and Jasper. Finley and Amantha were on the other side of the cafe, at a table by themselves and whispering quietly to one another.

      I was glad Finley had found someone. I still felt guilty about breaking his heart last semester.

      But… I guess Fin had to be completely over me, because he leaned forward and made out with Amantha for the gods and everyone to witness. Amantha grabbed his hair as they sucked face. Their passion could be felt even from here.

      Arthur made a face and tossed an empty paper cup at them. It hit the back of Finlay’s head. He flipped Arthur off before he went back to what he was doing.

      Vara and Ozzie approached the stage. Vara sang a lovely acapella song about time, with a crooning voice that made my heart ache. Ozzie tripped on the stairs as he climbed onto the stage. He grabbed onto the microphone, and wiped crumbs off his shirt before he dug in his pocket to take out a piece of notebook paper that was stained with jam and chocolate syrup.

      “I wrote this poem for someone special!” Ozzie said. He gave a dramatic wink. “You’ll never guess who!”

      Jasper smiled fondly. Ozzie took a deep breath and said, “Your eyes are like two blueberries, round and juicy. Your nose is like the perfect strawberry, on top of a delicious pile of whipped cream. Your skin is like icing on the sweetest birthday cake, soft and melty in my mouth. Your…”

      Ozzie looked more closely at the paper, and said, “Oops. I guess I didn’t finish it. Whatever. I hope you liked it anyway!”

      A couple of people laughed. Ozzie scuttled off the stage. He popped back into his seat next to Jasper, and beamed.

      Jasper’s look was wistful. His hand twitched, like he wanted to grab Ozzie’s, but he shoved it under the table instead.

      My heart hurt for them. It wasn’t fair they couldn’t be affectionate in public. That they had to hide their love was wrong. Being gay in Malovia shouldn’t be a crime.

      But it was. And if anyone knew what they meant to each other, both of them would be killed. Jasper would have to wait until they were in secret to tell Ozzie how he felt about the poem.

      After about an hour, the poetry slam was winding down. The manager was about to call an end to the event, but just before the last person finished their poem, Kiara got up from the table. Alexei’s eyes followed her as she stood at the edge of the stage, then shyly walked before the microphone to take her place.

      Kiara cleared her throat. “This, uh… I don’t really do things like this, but I thought I might read something short tonight that I wrote for a friend. I hope you like it.”

      Kiara licked her lips and began to read.

      
        
        I spend my days pretending you’re beside me

        I spend my nights knowing you’re alone

        When the morning comes, I wish your arms were around me

        I know that I could be your home.

      

        

      
        Yet this is a fantasy I’ve created in my mind

        A wish upon a star that I know can never be

        A feeble attempt at catching starlight

        Is me with you, and you with me.

      

        

      
        Even so, I still believe in us

        And hope that one day you’ll see my love shine through

        Yet in my heart, I’m forced to see,

        the only thing keeping us apart

        Is you.

      

      

      When Kiara was done, everyone clapped. Quite a few people were impressed with her poem. It’d been beautiful.

      But Alexei was as stiff as a stone. Expressionless, he rose from his seat. The screeching noise his chair made caused the cafe to go silent. Everyone stared as he and Kiara locked eyes for a long moment.

      Then he ran out. Like, literally, ran out of the cafe. He accidentally knocked into someone, and spilled their coffee all over the floor. She yelped, but he didn’t move to clean it up. A couple people whispered. Tears blurred in Kiara’s eyes, and she ducked her head.

      The rest of my friends were speechless. Kiara’s words as she came back to our table were choked. “That was stupid. I never should’ve⁠—”

      “I’ll talk to him,” I told Kiara. I tore after Alexei just as he exited the coffee shop and onto the campus grounds. Snow smacked into my eyes as I chased after him.

      Alexei knew I was coming after him, and went to shift so he could fly away. But I darted in front of him and held him back before he could. I nearly slipped on the snow.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded. “That was really rude.”

      Alexei blushed, then said, “I couldn’t stay there. I had to go.”

      “Why? You upset Kiara!” I demanded. “You know how shy she is! It took a lot for her to be brave and get up on that stage, and you totally ruined it!”

      Alexei’s eyes broke, and he said, “I didn’t mean to hurt her feelings. But if I don’t make it clear now, she’s going to think there’s a chance we can be something we’re not. I can’t take it that far.”

      I took a breath. “If you’re not into Kiara, you can let her down easy. There was no reason to embarrass her by running out.”

      “It’s not like that!” Alexei burst. “Don’t you think I want to⁠—”

      Alexei bit back his next words, and took a sharp inhale. He put a hand to his head and grabbed his hair. “Look. I can’t be with Kiara. I can’t be with anyone. The sooner she realizes that, the easier it’ll be for the both of us.”

      “Then tell her you’re not interested,” I insisted. “And stop leading her on.”

      Alexei was very quiet. His lack of response confirmed his feelings.

      “You can’t, can you?” I raged. “Because deep down, you care about her. You just don’t want to admit it.”

      “I can’t!” he yelled back. “If she knew— she wouldn’t⁠—”

      “If she knew what, Alexei?”

      I knew Alexei had a messed-up past. He hadn’t told me— or any of us— about it, but from what I’d deduced, his childhood and subsequent years after hadn’t been great.

      But why did that matter now, and why was he letting it get in the way of his heart?

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he began. “You don’t think anything should get in the way of love. That it should always win at any cost. But Em, my life is so screwed up. I have nothing to offer Kiara but disappointment. She thinks she loves me, but when she gets to know me, the real me, she’ll be disgusted and turn away. I can’t live with that kind of disappointment.”

      “Are you mated to her?”

      “I—”

      “Do you have a bond?”

      He was a shifter. He would know before Kiara did if they were mates. Alexei’s face turned redder than before, and I knew by the guilty look he wore that I was right.

      “Then don’t throw it away,” I continued. “You guys are in love. You both deserve some happiness. Why bother holding back?”

      Maybe I was being over the top, or even harsher than I typically was. But if Lord Lucien’s death had taught me anything, it was that life was too short, and the people you cared about could be gone in the blink of an eye. Whatever was in Alexei’s past wasn’t worth sacrificing his happiness for now. If he and Kiara had time, why didn’t he take advantage of it?

      “You don’t get it, Em.” Alexei shook his head. “It’s not just my past. If Kiara and I are together, it puts her in danger. There are some bad people out there, and I’m involved with a lot of them.”

      Oh, gods. What kind of fucked-up shit was Alexei mixed up in?

      I opened my mouth again, but Alexei backed away. “No. Don’t say anything more. I just can’t take it.”

      He turned on his heel and changed into a griffin. I watched him fly into the snowy skies with a sense of resolve.

      Alexei’s words didn’t deter me. I’d been dealing with friends who fought their own feelings since I’d arrived at Arcanea University. At this point, I was two for two.

      And I wasn’t about to let Kiara miss out on her happy ending.

      Although… Alexei’s words did scare me. He was worried about being with Kiara, because he thought someone might hurt her if they found out he loved her. Alexei was so kind, sweet and gentle. Who could possibly hate him?

      The question remained. Exactly how many enemies did Alexei have, and why?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          ETHAN

        

      

    

    
      I had gotten a new lease on life, but I was far from off the hook. My proper punishment had been carried out, but there was still a price to pay. I’d hardly become a member of the populace since my title of prince had been taken. If anything, I’d only grown more interesting.

      I roamed outside in the falling snow, walking against the treeline that led into the forest surrounding the university. As I approached the griffin statue that was the meet-up for Advanced Monster Hunting, a collection of male heads jerked up in my direction. At least a dozen of my classmates headed my way. I sighed and braced myself for the inevitable stampede.

      Since I’d been back, everyone had been pestering me with constant questions about being the Phantom. I’d thought being a prince was annoying enough, but apparently, being a law-breaking vigilante put me in an even bigger spotlight. Boys surrounded me from all sides, peppering me with questions.

      “Dude, I saw coverage of that break-in you did to a cultist spot about a year ago. That jump you did off the roof was epic.”

      “How many laws did you break, ya think? I bet you got away with so much.”

      “Did you ever kill a cultist?”

      Stefan smirked as he leaned against a tree on the outside of the group. He thought this was funny. Ass.

      I didn’t even know where to start answering them all. I opened my mouth, but it was silenced as a spell was cast over the group, rendering our voices mute.

      “All right, that’s enough,” Professor Victor said as he came strolling into the circle. “We all know Ethan was the Phantom, but I’m sure he doesn’t want to hear about it anymore. It’s all in the past, and he’s vowed not to do it again. Isn’t that right, Mister Hastek?”

      Hearing my new moniker hollowed me out inside. Though I’d kept my head, my cousin had ripped everything else away from me, even my connection to my father’s name. Only he could be so cruel. I’d live, but it would be as a shadow of my former self. I suppose that was an adequate punishment, for a vigilante that loomed in the dark. The spell upon me ended as Victor allowed me to regain my voice. “Of course.”

      “Then let us begin the lesson,” Victor said, and the class remained quiet. “Into the woods we go.”

      There were a couple of glum faces as we followed Professor Victor into the trees. He led the way to the front of the group. I fell behind with Stefan, and although most of the class moved ahead, a couple boys remained with us. Probably to keep tormenting me.

      “Hey, Stefan,” someone whispered behind us. “You were there at the Slaughter of the Innocents, weren’t you? You were the guy in the dragon mask, I bet.”

      “A vigilante never reveals his secrets,” Stefan teased. “Although I have to say, that guy in the dragon mask really knows his stuff. He took down three monsters all by himself that night.”

      A few guys awed behind us, and I rolled my eyes. I wanted no part in the endless praise parade, but Stefan would eat it up. He loved to gloat, and would do so as much as he could without implicating himself.

      “The guy in the dragon mask also likes to embellish the truth,” I added. Stefan scowled, and the surrounding men laughed.

      Victor took us deeper into the woods, until we reached a treeline. He held up a hand as an indicator for us to stop, then turned toward us. “If we’re going to hunt monsters, we need to study them. Learn about them, get to know their ways,” Victor began. “I’ve asked you all to bring journals with you today. We’ll be taking notes throughout the class period on a variety of creatures.”

      Victor roamed closer to an oak tree, and pointed upward. “Monsters have fae blood. We are related to them, in some way,” Victor said. “It is the reason the males of our species can shift. We are more animal than we are anything else. We have a wildness that cannot be tamed, and as such, are beholden to nature itself. Some of the most powerful monster hunters in the world were even able to connect with the more intelligent creatures they slayed— speak with them telepathically, as the wolvens of our species can amongst their packs. Negotiate with them, and even get them to do their bidding— although, this must be noted, this was a far more common trait amongst the Unseelie fae than the Seelie, which is why it is unheard of to do so today. It was far from something easy to do, only achievable by the strongest shifters and sorceresses.”

      The Unseelie fae could communicate telepathically with monsters? I’d never heard such a thing before. What would a monster’s thoughts be like? It was something I couldn’t even imagine.

      Victor tightened his furry winter robe around his form. “If we are going to be proper monster slayers, we must understand how nature works.”

      Victor turned his back to us, and waved his hands. A magical force began pushing back the foliage. The tree leaves parted, along with the branches of bushes. There was a rumble of excitement from around us as the parted leaves exposed a valley beneath the trees.

      Within the valley were a variety of creatures. A monster with the head of a snake and the body of an iguana that was at least as large as Stefan feasted on the body of a dead deer. Its fangs ripped into the meat, swallowing it whole as a variety of its smaller kin bathed on rocks nearby. A feathery rhino with the body of an ape grazed, tossing the snow around with its horn in an attempt to find any grass. When it didn’t locate any, the monster ripped down a tree with its massive arms and began feasting on the bark.

      An ugly bird-like creature that was twelve feet tall with a hooked beak prowled the opposite side of the valley. It had a large plume on its head, which it raised at the appearance of another male. The two birds began dueling with their claws, while a female looked on in interest.

      All were quite grotesque in appearance, but from this distance, they were thoroughly non-intimidating. They were doing as monsters do. Each species kept its distance from each other as they continued to eat, fight and sleep.

      “In the valley below me are a threshold of monsters. I’ve put an illusion around the area, so the monsters cannot smell, hear, see, or otherwise detect us. If they could, they would attack,” Victor explained. “Take care not to cross the boundary. If you do so, the illusion will fail, and the monsters will be alerted to our presence. If we have to kill everything in the valley, our exercise for the day will be ruined. Therefore, no one will receive any points.”

      No one wanted to be the guy who crossed the boundary and ruined the day for everyone. We all kept a clear berth from the silver line in the grass. I took a seat beside a patch of bushes and opened my journal, studying the monsters and making notes on their behavior. A couple of the birds were nesting eggs, and most of the snake-like monsters had retreated to holes in the ground. Stefan, the mature academic he was, doodled childish drawings of the monsters in his notebook beside me.

      We remained in the trees and continued to study the creatures. As the hour passed, I grew more and more calm. It was interesting looking at monsters from this perspective. Typically, you’d draw a sword and behead them without a moment’s thought about it. It was often the right thing to do, as more monsters than not were, by definition, evil.

      But some were benevolent, more like animals than creatures of the Underworld. Before, I’d had the perspective that hesitating before a monster was foolish. A good way to end up dead. You had to kill them, before they killed you.

      I no longer held that view. After my dealings with the leshane last semester, I’d come to realize the difference between a true monster, and a creature simply deemed vile. I didn’t see a reason to kill monsters now unless necessary. Not all of them were evil. And the ones that truly were, you knew from the beginning. There was a clear difference.

      At the end of the hour, I stood, and placed my journal into my bag. Professor Victor was busy putting the foliage back into place. I wanted to get out of here before anyone could ask me anymore questions, but before I could, someone stepped in front of me.

      My wolf snarled at Zander’s appearance. The alicorn was a favorite of Elijah’s, and as such, had made no effort to stop tormenting me. Probably on the king’s orders, no doubt. It was Zander’s goal to make my life here as irritating as possible.

      “I don’t get why everyone is kissing your ass,” Zander started. “You’re nothing special.”

      “I don’t want any trouble,” I started.

      “Good, because you can’t back it up,” Zander said. “You’re a degenerate, and worse, you lost the crown.”

      “Stick your head up your own ass,” Stefan shot at him, immediately coming to my defense. A couple of boys looked up, attention directing to our argument.

      “Why are you defending him? He murdered Lord Lucien!” Zander shouted.

      My lip curled. For as much of a dick as Zander was, I knew he was right. I’d killed the university’s most beloved professor. There were a great number of people who were curious about me being the Phantom, but a great deal more who were angry at me for taking Lord Lucien’s life.

      Now that he had the attention of the class, Zander continued, raving. “Lord Lucien didn’t deserve to die. He sacrificed himself for this lowly wretch. It was an unworthy trade. We lost a man of great wisdom and power, and for what? To keep him?”

      I hated Zander. But I agreed with him. Lord Lucien had been ten times more of a man than I ever would be. It wasn’t right that I was still here and he was gone.

      “You’re on borrowed time. The Circle kept you around because your mate’s got power,” Zander seethed. “But once they figure out how weak she really is, she’ll be executed, and so will you.”

      I burst into a wolven at the mention of someone taking Emma’s life. Everyone in this world should know she was off limits. Zander took my shift as a challenge, and morphed into an alicorn. We charged at each other, me with my fangs snapping, and him with his horn down. I dodged his horn as we met, and went for his throat. He slipped aside, and the two of us began a vicious duel, me lashing out with fangs and him with his horn. Each time I went to give a blow, his horn dove for my eyes, and I had to retreat. Frustration welled in my stomach and caused rage to boil over.

      I couldn’t get to him with his horn in the way. If I got too close, he’d run me through. Alicorns could only be taken from the side, but each time I attempted to go for his stomach, he spun around to face me again.

      I jumped, trying to land on his back. Zander rose on his hind legs to fight me off, before both of us were blown backward as we ran into a shield. I went sailing backward twelve feet, and landed on my ass. Zander huffed from his spot a similar length away, struggling to get back on his hooves.

      Professor Victor, who’d cast the spell, was red in the face. His robes billowed around him in a fury as he came between us. “That’s enough, from the both of you,” Victor snapped. “If either of you attempt to start a brawl in my class again, you will end up in detention.”

      I growled, and changed back. Zander remained in his alicorn form and lashed his tail in a snippy way. I wanted to rip it off.

      “I think we’re done here,” Victor said, with a harsh glance at me. “Class dismissed.”

      His harsh look gutted me, and I knew— Victor blamed me for Lucien’s death. The two of them had been close friends, I knew. And although he had to be impartial as a teacher, privately, Victor resented me for what I had done.

      Zander trotted off, like he’d won. Causing division had been his goal— on Eli’s orders, no doubt. The rest of the class hurried off, in no mood to attract Victor’s wrath. Stefan held out a hand to help me up, and I took it.

      “You need to chill out, man,” Stefan said as we started back toward the castle. “You can’t get into fights on your first day back.”

      “But he’s right, you know. I have nothing,” I pointed out. “My riches were taken from me, and anything of worth I had is now in Eli’s possession. I’m flat broke, and worse, I’m disgraced and shunned.”

      “Oh, yeah. So much disgrace,” Stefan said sarcastically. “That’s why everyone is lapping up whatever you say like dogs.”

      “It’ll only last so long. And I won’t depend on the charity of my friends,” I said as Stefan opened his mouth. “I need to find my own way in the world.”

      My words were full of worry. I cared not for my own standing, but for Emma’s. How would I care for my mate like this? I had no title, was disgraced. Who would hire me? Emma had needs I had to provide for.

      “You could always pull another Robin Hood. Steal from the rich to feed the poor— meaning, yourself,” Stefan said as we entered through the double doors of the university.

      “I’m not going to do that. I’m done with vigilantism. It nearly cost me my life.”

      Stefan scoffed. “Sure you are. You’ll be back out there within a month, I bet.”

      “No. I need to find another way to help Malovia. That means finding the Crystals. I promised Emma her quest would come first.”

      “Of course you promised,” Stefan said. “But I know you. You’ll get bored.”

      Stefan swept down the hall before I could argue with him, and his words hung over me like a curse.

      I was done with being the Phantom. That was in my past. But this feeling of rebellion hadn’t gone away. It’d welled up in me like a need, a desire to take action that nagged at me like a thorn in my flesh.

      And the thorn was digging in deeper every passing day.

      I ignored it. The annoyance would have to kill me before I betrayed Emma again. There was only one way to save the fae. Milonna had made that clear. I needed to behave, and be a good boy this time.

      So why did it seem like such an impossible endeavor?

      I wandered the halls until I found Emma. She was in her usual spot, a window seat near the dining hall. Her books were spread out in front of her. She must’ve gotten back from Enchanting, and was working on homework.

      “I know that look,” she said as I approached. “You’re bothered.”

      I scowled. “I got into a fight during class.”

      “That didn’t take long.” Her tone implied she expected it.

      “Zander goaded me. I fell for it,” I explained, and I sat across from her. “But regardless of how cruel his words were, they were all correct. I am no longer a prince. I have no title, no inheritance, and nothing to offer you. My cousin has taken all from me.”

      Emma gave a pshing noise. “Do you think Eli can determine who and what you are? Names and titles. What do they matter? Nothing has changed about you.”

      “Everything has changed. We are in more danger than ever before. That trial failed to humiliate me. It only gained me favor with the people, and made Eli look like he was losing control,” I told Emma. “The target on our back is greater now than in the past.”

      Emma frowned. “So what do we do? We can’t flee Malovia.”

      “We have to rely on our reputation. Elijah can’t kill us without drawing suspicion to himself, and right now, he can’t afford to look like an unfair ruler. After the disastrous way he handled the riots, he’s on the verge of a full-on rebellion.”

      Emma tapped her chin. “I suppose even an accident would appear strange now, seeing as how he’s made his distaste for you so clear.”

      “Exactly. But there’s still a risk he could make something up. Another charge, perhaps.”

      It was what I was most worried about. Zander’s words contained a threat. The Circle wanted to use Emma for her power, but once they found out that she would not be used, our heads would be on the chopping block.

      “He lost his chance to kill you legally when you won your trial-by-combat,” Emma pointed out. “If he makes something up to execute you, it shows the public— and the Circle— he’s insecure about his power. The lords and ladies of the Circle will start wondering if their heads will roll next, and look for a way to replace him.”

      “Yes, but it’s still possible he could bribe them, or turn them to his favor somehow. Which means there’s only one way to save our skins.”

      “I’m listening.”

      My voice turned darker. “We must remain popular. Scandalous, saintly, it doesn’t matter. The only way we can avoid Elijah’s dagger is by remaining in the public eye, and becoming a favorite of the people… even if we’re just puppets for their own amusement. If we’re celebrities, Eli can’t hurt us. He can only push so far before his actions start a war, and he knows that.”

      “And what about Gabby? She’s cleverer than Elijah is. She’s likely to take our newfound fame as a threat.”

      “She can’t touch us. Not until she connives some scheme to get rid of us, and that’s going to be exceptionally hard for her now, seeing as how the public knows you worked for her as the White Rose. The whole thing already makes her look bad.”

      “Why do they care? Their main goal is to get rid of us, and find the Crystals,” Emma said.

      “Yes, but we have an advantage they don’t have. We don’t have to worry about the people,” I pointed out. “Gabby and Elijah’s attention is focused on preventing an uprising. They changed things too fast. And they’re at the point where one false move is going to cause a revolution. They can’t afford that at this point in their rule.”

      Emma bit her lip, and I found the movement sexy. It immediately distracted me from any talk of politics. I felt my wolf stirring, and through our bond, Emma sensed it.

      She was cautious. We hadn’t been intimate since before I was imprisoned. I needed a lot of space after what had happened with Lord Lucien. She didn’t know if I was ready.

      I reached out and drew her to my side. She took the invitation and trailed her fingers up and down my chest. “Should we go somewhere more private?” I asked.

      Her look was wily. “I have a few hours before Illusion class.”

      “I’m certain we could come up with a good way to spend them.”

      Emma packed her things away. “I’m all in.”

      I couldn’t truly tell her what was on my mind, because the only fathomable thought that I had coursing through me was that I wanted her, and I wanted her now.

      I took her hands, and we wandered back up to the dorms together. The moment we were inside my room, she let her bag fall to the floor, and was upon me in an instant. I had to reach behind me and fumble with the lock as we kissed, but it was difficult, because Emma was already yanking down my waistband. We had the contents of our uniform off in mere seconds, naked flesh pressing up against each other with desirous need. We were like ravenous wolves hungry for a feast, after going without a kill for far too long.

      I reached my hand between her legs and fondled her there. She gave a groan against my mouth that made my heart kick, and I rubbed her with a passion greater than what I’d felt before. The noises of students walking outside in the hallway permeated through the door, but when Emma gave a slow jerk to my cock, it brought my attention right back. I couldn’t care if the whole school heard us, for all I cared about was that Emma was mine, and the entirety of Malovia needed to know it.

      We stumbled backward, unable to wrench our mouths away from each other, or keep our hands from touching intimate places. My skin burned against hers, shifter heat colliding with her cool skin. She put her hands on my shoulders and pushed me onto the bed. I fell backward, and she began unfastening my prosthetic for me. Her movements were gentle and tender, though when she pulled off my prosthetic, she barely suppressed a gasp. The flesh there was still mottled, splotched angrily with purple.

      “Ethan, this isn’t healing right,” she began, with a worried look up.

      I could hardly give a damn about that now. “Leave it,” I said. “I want you.”

      She gave another concerned look down, but that ended when I seized her forearm and pulled her forward. She fell on top of me, and I nearly growled with pleasure when I felt her breasts press against my chest. Her nipples brushed my skin, and it caused a shudder to wrack through my whole body. I grabbed her hips and yanked her upward, until her breasts covered my face. Paradise infected my system as I took one of her nipples into my mouth and sucked. Emma let out a groan, and I felt her slickness as it seeped across my hip.

      “You taste like a goddess would,” I groaned. I couldn’t imagine a more heavenly presence than this. I was infected with delirious need. I took her other nipple into my mouth, lavishing attention on her perfect body. She ran a hand through my hair, and the way her fingernails drew lightly over my skin made even my soul quiver.

      When I dared to take my mouth away from her breasts, she turned around, straddling my hips. My mind went wild with the possibilities as I eyed her ass.

      “What are you up to?” I asked. I couldn’t imagine what my onawilke had conjured up this time.

      “There’s something I want to try,” she said. I certainly gave no objection.

      Emma knelt between my legs, tucking her feet underneath my thighs. Then she sat back. I hissed with pleasure as she sunk down onto the entirety of my dick. Slowly, she began riding me. I got an incredible view of her perfect ass as it moved up and down, and her wetness slicked my cock. My eyes rolled in the back of my head, and I reached out to squeeze her ass. She let out a moan, and her pace increased faster until I felt the urge to thrust upward. I grabbed onto the sheets and held on as Emma panted above me, and gods, every time I sank into her, it nearly killed me.

      In the cell underneath the palace, I’d all but forgotten what sex was like. Not so now. My shifter scent absorbed Emma’s heat like it was meant only for that purpose. She rode me in circles, until I could take no more and had to grab onto her hips. I lifted her up and down with my thrusts, the sound of our bodies colliding mingling with the musicality of her moans. My eyes were glued on that beautiful body of hers, bouncing up and down against me. I was aware that every shifter within a twelve foot radius of this room would smell sex, and I didn’t give a damn, because I was only sinking further and further into this endless ardor that was Emma’s body, and what I wanted to do to it.

      Emma let out a whimpering cry, and I felt her clench around my cock. That’s when I let go, and a wolfish noise emitted from my throat as I emptied myself into her. I gave a few more long, precious strokes. Emma’s back shuddered, and she pulled herself off of me. She fell against me, our skin glossy with sweat and lust. We’d more or less soaked the sheets.

      Emma brushed back a sticky strand of red hair that was stuck to her forehead. She tried to roll off my chest, but I pinned her there with an arm.

      “Now where’d you learn how to do that?” I asked, skimming my lips against the edge of her chin. She gave another delightful whimper— one of my favorite sounds.

      “I read Delmare’s romance novels,” she said in a mischievous purr.

      I gave a throaty laugh. “Keep reading them. I like these little ideas you have.”

      “I wanted to do something special,” she said. “For when you were ready to come back to me.”

      My hot skin became cold. I let Emma go, and she slid off me, to the side of the bed. “I never left you. I merely needed time to grieve.”

      “You were here, but your eyes were far away,” Emma replied. “I can always tell. You needed to go somewhere else to recover. You can’t give me your body when your mind is feeling broken.”

      “I cannot forgive myself.”

      “You must.” Emma redirected my attention to her by touching her fingers against the side of my face. “I have. There was nothing to forgive. And doing this, being like this together— healing— it’s the only way to make it better.”

      I knew she was right. Relying on one’s mate was the only way to bring a shifter back from the brink. A sorceress could heal the inside of a wolf when there was no other way to fix what had been broken. Shifters were always sworn to their Marked, and as such, we relied on them for comfort. We protected them— but they saved us.

      I went to reply, but my tongue didn’t have words to say. There was nothing I could say, after everything that happened. All I knew was that Emma was saving me, day by day. She had from the beginning. And my only hope from recovering from my past remained in her.

      A knock came at the door, saving me from having to respond.

      “We know what you’re doing in there!” Odette yelled, and she giggled.

      “Yeah, stop screwing around and come hang out with the rest of us,” Theo called.

      Emma and I laughed. We put our heads together briefly before Emma cried out, “We’re coming!”

      “I’d say so!” Odette squeaked, and she snickered.

      Emma and I pulled on our clothes. I hesitated putting on my prosthetic, and hissed lightly when I fastened it over my still-bruised skin. Emma noticed.

      “Does it hurt?” Emma asked.

      “It’s fine,” I said, though that was a lie. It was bothering me.

      I hobbled after Emma, though her eyes were hesitant. We met up with Theo and Odette in the hallway.

      “Gods, when does it end?” I asked as I looked at them. Their outfits were matching again. Odette had somehow talked Theo into wearing a blue unicorn onesie. She was wearing a pink one. At some point they’d have class today, so they’d have to go back to their uniforms, thank the gods. Odette could tell Theo to jump off a bridge and he’d ask her which one.

      “I know it’s getting out of hand,” Theo admitted. Odette giggled again.

      “I think it’s cute,” Emma said. “Ethan, would you like to wear a wolf onesie?”

      “No,” I deadpanned.

      “Please?” Emma begged.

      My mouth flattened. “Maybe in private.”

      “It’s surprisingly comfortable,” Theo said as we wandered into the Rec Room.

      The rest of our friends were gathered on the couches around the fireplace. Delmare was preparing a project for art class, while Stefan was set on annoying her— he kept tugging on the ends of her hair, and she playfully batted him off. Kiara was working on a paper, while Alexei sat across from her, reading something on his phone.

      Odette sat on Theo’s lap, and they curled up together. They looked like they wanted to take a nap.

      As I sat down next to Emma, a sharp twinge went through my hip, and I winced. The pain didn’t ebb, only grew, spreading across skin and bone as it radiated over the area where my prosthetic was attached.

      “Are you okay?” Emma asked, immediately sensing my discomfort. Her gaze went down to my thigh, like she could tell it was bothering me.

      “It hasn’t been the same since my time in prison,” I said. “I can’t wear my prosthetic for as long as I once could.” My inability to care for my amputation while incarcerated had done permanent damage.

      “So take it off,” Stefan suggested. “No one gives a shit.”

      I stiffened at his suggestion— but then again, why not? It wouldn’t matter, and I was in pain.

      I moved to unfasten my prosthetic. I felt fairly self-conscious, but once I’d placed it to the side, I realized no one had been looking. Kiara remained bent over her paper, Stefan and Delmare were bickering, and Theo and Odette were still doing gods knew what. Emma relaxed the moment I did, glad I was easing into the moment.

      Alexei continued to scroll through his phone, clearly disconnected from the rest of us. What was with him, anyway?

      A couple of passersby gave me odd looks when they saw my prosthetic was off, but I ignored them. They didn’t matter. My friends did.

      “I’m proud of you,” Emma said. “This was a big step.”

      My chest glowed. Less than a year ago, I would’ve been ashamed to show anyone what I had lost, even Emma. Now I was comfortable with being who I was in public, so long as my friends were around. Perhaps there were perks to no longer being a part of the royal family. I was no longer afraid of being judged.

      Or perhaps it was merely because I had such good friends, who were willing to welcome me as I was. I could’ve never made it this far without them.

      Kiara glanced upward, her eyes searching out for Alexei. “Lex, would you mind reading through my paper for Griffin Magic? I think it needs a supporting argu⁠—”

      “I’m busy,” Alexei said flatly, cutting her off. I’d never heard him use such a short tone before, especially not with Kiara. His eyes remained glued to his phone.

      Kiara’s lips tightened, and she gathered her things. “You know what? I actually have to go. Siona needs some help at the shop.”

      “We’ll come with you. I need some new quills,” Emma offered. She threw a glance back at me, which I clearly understood. She and the other girls hurried off with Kiara. Stefan and Theo got the hint, and moved away to play a game on one of the air hockey tables nearby.

      I moved closer to Alexei, so that I was sitting beside him. Whatever this strange thing was between him and Kiara, it needed to end.

      Alexei could already sense what I was going to talk to him about, and spoke before I could. “Your mate was out of line the other night,” Alexei complained. “She can’t tell me how to live my life.”

      “I’m backing her up,” I said. “You can’t claim you’re not mated to Kiara. You show all the signs the rest of us did. Why are you avoiding her when it’s clear you love her?”

      “I’m not getting into it. Kiara and I aren’t going to work out.”

      “Oh, yeah? How long have you been denying your bond with her?”

      Alexei softened. “Since I first saw her slide into the tarinticula pit to save me, the moment we met.”

      That was a long time. To not have Emma at my side when I did had been unbearable. “You’re torturing yourself. Stop warring with what will be.”

      “It can’t happen,” Alexei said through clenched teeth. “Please, let the matter drop.”

      Pushing Alexei was never a good option. He still didn’t have a good handle on his empathy powers, and was prone to meltdowns. I didn’t like the idea of causing two scenes in one day, so I backed off.

      Alexei shifted uncomfortably. “There are… rumors of a rebellion growing in the city,” he whispered under his breath. “People are saying there’s an underground movement to unseat Eli from the throne.”

      My heartbeat quickened. “And is there?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “It’s all rumors. I haven’t found anything concrete. I bet it’s nothing.

      Disappointment replaced the hope I’d been savoring. There was a part of Alexei that was still connected to his dark childhood, whatever it had been. I knew Alexei still roamed the city late at night, talking to shady figures he probably shouldn’t be. If Alexei didn’t know if the rebellion was real, it was probably just wishful thinking on behalf of the people.

      “People can talk all they want,” I said. “But if no one takes any action, it’s virtually useless.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out,” Alexei said. “Don’t get too comfortable, Ethan. Whatever traction the movement is gaining, it’s just starting. Your trial gave people hope. Now they want to fight back.”

      His words made an uncomfortable feeling fester in my chest. I didn’t want people to get hurt on my behalf. Eli had armies at his command and power at his side. What the general public could do against him, even with magic, was limited and frail. If my trial had caused some sort of rebellion to spark, people would die.

      But it was too late now. The damage had already been done, and the dominoes of fate were toppling over. Whatever was about to happen, I couldn’t stop it.

      I could only watch what I’d ignited.
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      “Pay attention, Emma. This lesson is very important.”

      Babcia wiped a bit of ash off of her wrinkled hands and onto her apron. The smell of baking gingerbread and cinnamon wafted through the halls of their house. My grandmother was busy stuffing herbs into a small leather pouch— frankincense, rosemary, and sandalwood. On the hearth were two crystals. I recognized them as pyrite and bloodstone.

      We’d more or less paused my Unseelie lessons since the mess with the trial. With school starting, I’d been too stressed to concentrate clearly. But now I was ready to get back at it, and Babcia promised that today would be exceptionally important to my journey as the Worldweaver.

      Bapa stuffed more tobacco into his pipe as Arthur and I sat cross-legged on the rug in front of the fireplace at their house, waiting for instruction. Puck the dog laid at our feet, snoring loudly. The big white dog had been given an assortment of treats by Arthur, and was now snoozing without a care in the world.

      Babcia waited until she got a roaring fire going before she turned to me. “Many fae believe that in order to travel to Edinmyre, you must cross physically through a portal.

      But that’s not true. There is a way for the spirit to travel to Edinmyre on its own, in a process called journeying.”

      “You mean, we can get to Edinmyre without actually going there?” Arthur asked in surprise.

      “Yes,” she replied. “Your soul can travel there while leaving your body behind. It’s not ideal, but it’s helpful for quick trips, or when you need to access Edinmyre while leaving your body in one place.”

      My heart started, thinking of all the possibilities. I could access Edinmyre with my powers, and with the help of the Crystals of Harmony, but being able to go back and forth seamlessly would be a rare gift. No doubt it would help us find the rest of the stones.

      “In Edinmyre, illusion magic is as easy as breathing to us. You merely have to think, and it appears,” Babcia explained. “It is one of the astral worlds, a spirit realm.”

      “What’s an astral plane?” I asked. I’d heard of the term, but was never sure what it meant.

      “An astral plane is known as an afterlife. In the astral realm, multiple afterlifes reside,” Babcia said. “Edinmyre is the only astral realm that supernaturals can access freely, although the Great Hunting Grounds further within the realm are barred to us until we pass on.”

      “Is it exclusively an Unseelie power?” I asked.

      “Any fae can do this. You don’t have to be Unseelie,” Babcia said. “Journeying is a lost art amongst the fae. It’s only gotten more difficult since our separation from our homeland. Most fae aren’t strong enough to make the journey, and as such, believe that all access to Edinmyre has been cut off. But even the weakest fae can get there with enough practice. Most fae don’t have the patience to practice the art, so it’s fallen by the wayside, as old knowledge.”

      “Do you think it’ll take years for me to get there?” I asked. As the Worldweaver, I didn’t have that kind of time.

      “Oh no, Emma. You and Arthur are very powerful. I have no doubt you’ll accomplish it on your first try,” Babcia said. “But journeying is intoxicating. It can be addicting. I mean to train you very slowly on it, so when the time comes when you must use it, your spirit won’t be tempted to stay behind, and not finish your time here on Earth.”

      “Other supernaturals can journey to Edinmyre as well?” Arthur raised an eyebrow.

      “Edinmyre isn’t exclusive to fae, as the Seelie would like us to believe,” Babcia said. “Any supernatural, and even some humans, may be able to meditate themselves into Edinmyre— though this is much easier for them if they have the help of a fae leading them in. It is a seductive land, however. Fae can resist the pull of Edinmyre with relative ease— many other supernaturals cannot. More than a few hours spent in Edinmyre will cause other supernaturals to fall into a trance, and be enchanted by the land. If they’re not drawn out at this point, they’ll be stuck there. Many faekin who exist in Edinmyre would like to feed on their energetic currents. Which is why you must take care, if you decide to take anyone with you to Edinmyre during your trance who is not a fae.”

      Babcia sat back in her rocking chair. “I will lead you through your first trance. Afterward, you should be able to do so by yourself with enough practice, though I advise you don’t travel there alone until you feel strong enough to resist the pull.”

      Bapa sat forward. “A few rules. You must take care not to eat or drink anything you find there, unless you prepare it yourself,” Bapa said. “Otherwise, your spirit may remain trapped, and we cannot get you back out. Remember to never accept any gift or offering from a faekin while in Edinmyre, such as on Earth. You don’t want to get your spirit compromised in a bad deal.”

      Babcia placed the pouch of herbs, as well as the crystals, in front of Arthur and I. “These are protective herbs, and protective crystals. Journeying, especially if you are a novice, is best done with these safeholds in mind. It will be harder for Edinmyre to lure your spirit in if you have these boundaries in place. Now, close your eyes.”

      I did so. I concentrated on the crackling of the fire, and on Arthur’s gentle breathing beside me. “Clear your mind, and focus on your breath,” Babcia began. Take several deep breaths, in and out. Relax— let go of your physical body, and focus inward on the spirit.”

      I followed her instruction. I meditated inward, to the sacred ball in my chest that I knew was my magic. It hovered there like a ball of radiant light, and I focused on absorbing its vibrant energy.

      “With each breath, you sink deeper into the spirit realm,” Babcia continued. “As you go further in, your spirit will begin to transition. You will feel energy around you, pressing in on our form. Don’t be afraid. This is a natural process. Resist it not, and continue onward.”

      I didn’t feel anything, at first. Long minutes passed, until I was certain we’d been sitting there for a half-hour. I was beginning to doubt this would work.

      Then divine energy began to press in around me, like it was compacting my form. It felt claustrophobic, and stifling. The feeling that overtook me was one that I usually got when Milonna was in my presence, but she wasn’t here, and that frightened me. I felt the energy pressing around me in a circle, and slowly began to panic, even though nothing was really happening to me.

      “Don’t fight it, Emma,” Babcia said. “Let go.”

      The divine energy was bouncing off my magic, making electricity buzz over my arms. It nearly felt like I was drowning. I wanted to halt the meditation, and wake up.

      But I decided to trust my grandmother, and the overwhelming feeling overtook me. I sunk into the light, absorbing the divine feeling like breathing water into my lungs, and that’s when everything shifted around me.

      I opened my eyes. Amazement took over me as I turned in place, witnessing the incredible scene. The golden grass and large flowers were utterly familiar, and there was a lavender scent on the wind that nearly made my mind buzz.

      Above me was a beautiful display of space. Edinmyre’s night was dark and purple. There were three moons above it. Two appeared far away, but one was very close to the surface, its massive violet appearance larger than a mountain on the horizon. Comets and asteroids whizzed through the sky so quickly, I didn’t have time to count them all before they disappeared. I heard a croon, and looked up. Some sort of faekin creature soared by, its feathery essence drifting on the air. It was a type of reptile, a furry white animal that was almost like a dragon in appearance. It crooned a low song, and from its claws emitted a trail of stars, which remained in place against the atmosphere as the creature sailed by.

      I hadn’t yet seen Edinmyre at night, but as I was reminded, time moved differently here. I could feel my physical form back on Earth— I was still sitting in front of my grandmother’s hearthfire back in Dolinska. My legs ached, and my back was hurting from sitting on the floor for so long.

      But at the same time, I was here. I could feel the moon on my face and touch the long grass, and the stars overhead were unmistakable. The cool breeze drifting across my skin felt comforting, and put me at ease. This was the land where I knew I belonged. I reached up to feel the fluffy wolf ears at the top of my head, and knew I’d achieved my goal.

      Babcia and Bapa were already here. Bapa had taken the form of an old wolven, his black fur peppered with white and gray. His tail swept behind him as he lifted his head to sniff the wind.

      My grandmother was gathering flowers from the ground. She conjured an illusion of a wicker basket, and began placing the flowers in it one by one. Her Edinmyre form was beautiful. Her wings were translucent, like those of a dragonfly’s, and they were edged with silver that flickered in the light of the violet moon. She wore a pair of graying wolf’s ears and a long tail that resembled Bapa’s.

      Seconds later, Arthur appeared at my side. It was like he had teleported here in moments.  Like all shifters, he was forced to come to Edinmyre in his animal form. He staggered forward as a red wolven. I reached out to catch him by instinct. I found our spirits were solid— I could touch him here like I could back on Earth.

      A loud bark interrupted my thoughts. Puck was running through the grass, chasing crickets and flapping his large, floppy lips as he ran.

      “Puck’s here, too?” I asked in surprise. The dog had moved from sleeping in front of my grandmother’s fireplace to playing with butterflies.

      “We can take our animal companions with us, if we wish. They’re attached to us, and can aid us in our meditation, as well as protect us,” Babcia explained. “Puck has been to Edinmyre many times.”

      Tygrys would love Edinmyre, I was sure. I had the thought to take him when next I journeyed through meditation.

      I’d forgotten how incredible it was here. Miniature faekin, who looked like tiny people no bigger than my fingers, were hovering in the branches of the trees above. They sang and played tiny instruments, making soft music with panpipes and harps made of gossamer string. Only a few yards from us was a crystal cave, and near it, a pool that was so clear, I could even see the bottom of it from here.

      Several large pairs of green eyes stared out at me from the bushes. The faekin knew we were here, but were afraid to approach.

      “This is one of my favorite spots in Edinmyre,” Babcia said as she continued to gather periwinkle flowers into her basket. “The cave just beyond is a wonderful spot to harvest crystals that are not found on Earth.”

      Arthur walked forward and sniffed some of the flowers. “I can smell. A herd of deer just walked by not but an hour ago.”

      “All of your senses are retained in Edinmyre,” Bapa said. “You can even eat and drink while in spirit form here, but the food will only nourish your spirit, not your body.”

      Babcia snapped a few blue raspberries off a bush and handed them to me. I ate them, and although I could taste their texture, when I swallowed, they didn’t go down to my stomach— rather, I could feel the energy they gave me dissolve and immerse within my magic, making me stronger.

      “It would be very useful to cast strong spells,” I said as I ate another raspberry.

      “Yes. Your magic is stronger here than it will be anywhere else,” Babcia said. “But as I said, you must be careful. Too long to linger here, and it will be difficult to leave.”

      The buzzing in my head had increased, turning me drunk. The lavender was so overpowering that every breath felt like drinking in the flower. I wanted to lie down and rest in the golden grass, which looked so comforting beneath my feet.

      Babcia noticed me weave to the song of the faekin in the trees. “You can return to your body at any time during this state, just by thinking about it,” Babcia said. “Keep in mind that your body is still vulnerable on Earth. If you are killed while you are journeying, your soul will remain in Edinmyre, but you will have to locate one of the gods in order to be allowed into the Great Hunting Grounds. I advise you only journey when you know it is safe to do so. Follow me back to Dolinska.”

      She vanished before my eyes. Bapa copied her lead, until it was only Arthur and I remaining in the veiled wood. The sound of the faekin in the trees was ringing in my ears.

      I didn’t want to leave Edinmyre. I wanted to stay. I wanted Ethan to come here, so I could be with my mate in this land that never grew old and never died. I took a step forward, to climb the trees and join the faekin amongst the leaves.

      But Arthur tugged on my sleeve with his fangs, and it brought me to a halt. I smelled frankincense under my nose.

      Mindlessly, I thought of home. Before I could blink, I was sitting in front of the hearthfire, the smell of cinnamon filling my nostrils.

      When I appeared back in my grandparents’ home, the intoxicating feeling left me. I looked down— Babcia had waved the bag of herbs under my face, to break the spell and bring me back.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. Babcia was right. Journeying could be very addictive.

      “You almost lost your wits,” Arthur said. He was back in his human form, and sitting beside me.

      “It’s easy to do,” I said with a shrug. “Edinmyre is where we belong. I wanted to stay there.”

      “We belong in Edinmyre, but we settled on Earth. We must make the best of it,” Babcia said. She had placed the basket of flowers beside her, and I blinked as I saw it.

      “You brought the flowers back.” I reached out and took one from the basket, twirling it in front of my face.

      “Your spirit can take things from Edinmyre back to Earth, if your magic is strong enough,” Babcia said. “But that’s a very advanced practice. It’s not something you’re ready for.”

      Already, my spirit was longing to go back. But the wary look in Arthur’s eye made me hesitate to ask again.

      I couldn’t fathom why our fae ancestors had left home. I knew we’d more or less been kicked out by the gods by our incessant fighting, but why couldn’t the fae just get along? Seelie or Unseelie, nothing was worth losing home. A land of your own was a terrible trade for war.

      Bapa saw the concerned look on my face and seemed to read my mind. “Fae are violent creatures, Emma. We fight, we mislead, we manipulate, and we kill. It is what we were made to do.”

      “It seems cruel that the gods would make us that way.” Was it really our fault we’d been banished from such a beautiful land?

      “Perhaps,” Bapa said, and he puffed on his pipe. “But do you ask a lion why he acts like a lion? No. This is who we are, and we cannot be told to be different. We aren’t human. We never will be. The best we can do is control our worst urges, and tame the beast inside.”

      Bapa chewed the end of his pipe. “Though no matter what we do, it will always run wild.”
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        * * *

      

      When I got back to school, Odette bounced up to me. Delmare and Kiara were in her wake.

      “Ooh, Emma, there’s a new holistic shop opening up in Dolinska,” Odette gushed. “We want to go!”

      I was interested in holistic medicine, and holistic magic. I wasn’t very educated on it yet, but Babcia said that Unseelie were particularly practiced in holistics, and so, I wanted to learn more about it.

      “I’ve got to pick up my meds from the pharmacy,” I said. “Then we can head there right away.”

      “We’ll come with you,” Delmare offered. We climbed the stairs up to the student pharmacy. I waited in line, then gave the pharmacist my name and date of birth when I got to the counter.

      She scrolled through the computer. The pharmacist frowned slightly, and said, “I’m sorry, but there’s nothing here for you.”

      A bit of anxiety ate away at my gut. It had to be some sort of mistake. “Can you check again?” I asked. I’d never had trouble getting my medication before.

      The pharmacist did. As she scrolled, her eyes widened. “I apologize. There is a notice in the system,” the pharmacist said as she leaned closer to her computer. “It says your insurance coverage ended as of January sixth of this year. You’re no longer covered.”

      My mind raced. January sixth? I couldn’t fathom what⁠—

      Then it hit me. That was the day after Ethan’s trial. As his mate, I’d been on his insurance after universal healthcare in Malovia was terminated. I’d been receiving medical care as a part of the royal family.

      Ethan no longer had a title. He wasn’t covered by insurance.

      And neither was I.

      “It says a letter was sent to your student mail notifying you of the decision,” the pharmacist said, like I was stupid. “You should be checking your notifications.”

      My hands clenched. I hadn’t received a damn thing. This had come out of nowhere. “So, this means I no longer have health insurance?”

      “I’m afraid so. If you don’t have insurance, you’ll have to pay for the medicine outright,” the pharmacist said. “We take checks.”

      “How… how much is it?” I asked, already fearing the answer.

      “Two-thousand Malovian dollars.”

      “For one week’s worth of treatment?” I yelped.

      “I don’t make the rules.” She glanced behind me. “If you can’t afford to pay, please, get out of line. You’re holding people up.”

      “I need this medicine,” I pleaded. “Without it, I’ll die.”

      “I’m sorry, but that’s not my problem.” The pharmacist’s look was cold. I was convinced she truly didn’t care.

      Delmare shoved her way beside me and slammed her hand down on the counter. “This is bullshit! I swear to the gods, I will hex this place to the ground if you don’t fix this!”

      “If you don’t remove yourself from the area this instant, I’ll call the police,” the pharmacist snapped. She reached for her phone, like she was going to do it.

      We couldn’t afford another run-in with the Arcanea Alliance. We were already under suspicion for helping Ethan with his vigilante business. They couldn’t prove we were involved, but I bet the police would love to pin something else on us.

      “Guys, come on,” I said weakly. I tugged on Delmare’s arm. She didn’t budge, but when Odette and Kiara started hauling on her, we managed to drag her out of the room.

      It wasn’t but two seconds after we’d entered the hallway that I burst into tears. Odette immediately put her arms around me, and her lip wobbled. Kiara nervously played with her hands. Delmare was fucking pissed.

      “What am I going to do?” I wept. “I can’t just… go without my infusions! That’s not an option!”

      I got sick enough as it was with the medication I took. My plasma barely kept me going. I couldn’t imagine what life would be like if I didn’t have something replacing my inadequate immune system.

      “Call Stefan’s mom,” Delmare said wildly. “She’ll know what to do.”

      Miroslava Slasky was my immunologist. She was my doctor. She’d sort this out.

      I whipped my cell phone out of my pocket and dialed her number. I put the phone on speaker as I spoke to the nurse.

      “Doctor Slasky, please. It’s urgent,” I pleaded.

      “She’s with a patient,” the nurse replied. “You’ll have to wait for her to call you back at a later time.”

      “It’s an emergency,” I begged. “Please, don’t put me on hold.”

      The nurse heard the pleading in my tone. She was gone for a moment or so, then I heard Miroslava’s voice come through the other line. “Emma? What is going on?”

      “I— I⁠—”

      I was too upset to explain. Delmare hovered over the phone and explained the situation for me. Miroslava’s voice was disappointed as she responded. “I apologize, Emma. I don’t know how my office let this slip by. We should’ve realized your coverage ended the moment it did, and notified you.”

      I couldn’t express how angry I was. Some secretary in her office hadn’t noticed I’d lost my insurance, and I could possibly be paying for her innocent mistake with my life.

      “So what can we do? Is there a… patient co-pay program I can apply for, or something?” I asked.

      “I wish there was. The king outlawed many patient co-pay programs after the healthcare system changed. The ones that are still in business are overrun with patients needing help. You won’t be approved.”

      Of course he did. Gods, I wanted to smash in Elijah’s smug-ass face right now, the giant prick.

      “So, what? Am I out of options?” I asked.

      “We’ll figure something out. But in the meantime, you need to isolate,” Miroslava said. “If you don’t have your infusion, you’re unprotected. You need to be in quarantine until we can get our hands on that medicine. You can’t go to class, or be in public. You’ll need to stay in your room.”

      “How long is this going to take?”

      “I don’t know, Emma. You’re going to need to find coverage, some way.”

      My heart fell through the floor.  There was a voice on the other end of the line, and Miroslava said, “I have to get back to this appointment. But trust me, Emma, we’ll figure it out. It’s just going to take some time.”

      As Miroslava hung up, I doubled over. My guts were all twisted up. I could hardly breathe.

      Kiara put a hand on my back. “Come on, Emma. We need to get you somewhere safe.”

      A lump rose in my throat. My last infusion had been a week ago. Now that I couldn’t take another one today, I was already unprotected. I could be carrying any type of virus right now, and without treatment, there was no way for my body to fight it off. I had to get in isolation straight away, to avoid picking up anything else.

      Ethan had sensed my immense distress. He was at hockey practice.

      Emma? I’m coming right now, he said, echoing through our telepathic bond. I felt his urge to get his skates off and run to me.

      Don’t bother, I thought. It’s not going to change anything.

      His curiosity came through, but I told him to stay put. He’d find out later. I didn’t want this ruining his practice. Hockey was one of the few ways Ethan was able to let off some steam, and I knew once he found out about this, he’d think it was all his fault. I didn’t want him to blame himself a moment sooner than he would once he discovered what had happened.

      As the door to my dormitory closed behind me, I suddenly realized that this was my life now. I was locked inside these four walls until I was healthy enough to come out. That wouldn’t happen until I got my medicine back.

      If. I bet anything Elijah and Gabby had made that nearly impossible to do. It was like they had this planned.

      Queen Antonia’s threat from a year ago echoed inside my mind. Revulsion crawled over my skin. She’d promised she’d do this, and she’d made good on her promise. I’m certain she’d given Elijah and Gabby the idea. No wonder they’d tried to cut healthcare programs in Malovia so quickly. They wanted me sick, so when the cult needed my blood, they could come and take it easily. Without my medicine, I’d be too weak to fight back.

      Fuck her, and fuck them. I was surviving this. I would get out.

      Tygrys noticed the tears drying on my face and purred. He flew to me, rubbing his head against my cheek.

      “Guess it’s just you and me, huh, buddy?” I asked. He growled.

      A short time later, I heard Ethan approaching my dorm room, but he was stopped by whoever was outside my door.

      “Don’t go in there,” I heard Kiara say. “You’re putting her at risk.”

      Ethan asked questions, and Kiara gave a couple low responses I couldn’t hear. The silence afterward was aching.

      “Fuck!” I heard Ethan curse. There were the sounds of a couple of crashes in the Rec Room, and a scuffle— Ethan was breaking things. The boys were probably trying to hold him down.

      “Ethan.” I pressed myself against the door. He wasn’t listening to me. I got inside his head. Ethan, stop. This isn’t going to help.

      The reality of the situation had provoked the wolf in him. This is my responsibility. If I hadn’t been so foolish, become the cursed Phantom⁠—

      It doesn’t matter now. I sunk against the wall, and Tygrys sat on my shoulder. All we can do now is what’s in our control.

      Problem was, it was hard knowing what we could do. The whole thing was out of our hands.
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        * * *

      

      A week passed, and gods, it felt like a month. I didn’t leave the safety of my room at all during that time, and though we’d been working on finding solutions, nothing had changed.

      Ethan was my mate, which meant my insurance was tied to him. By Malovian law, we couldn’t be put on different healthcare plans. I was still a student, so I couldn’t leave the university and get a job— no one would hire an uneducated sorceress who hadn’t finished her degree, not in Dolinska, and I was too sick to hold down a regular job anyway. I tried applying for my mom’s insurance, but when they discovered I had a pre-existing condition, I was denied coverage.

      I could leave school and go back to America, where there might be a chance I’d be able to obtain insurance, but what would the fae do, then? I had a destiny as the Worldweaver, to save Malovia. I couldn’t just jump ship.

      My options became less and less. I didn’t know when this nightmare was going to end.

      “Mom, you can’t sell the diner,” I told her in exasperation. We were on the phone, trying to figure out some way to get my medicine back. “It’s your job, and everything you have.”

      “You’re everything I have,” Mom said. She’d been in a panic ever since I’d delivered the news. Whatever she said, selling her restaurant wasn’t an option.

      “Even if you did, my treatment is two-thousand dollars a week. We’ll eat through that money in no time,” I said tiredly.

      “I won’t let you go without treatment, Emma.”

      “You don’t have a choice,” I said weakly. We’d argued about it a little while longer, until I’d become too tired to say anything more and went back to bed.

      Stefan had offered to pay for it, but I refused to accept his family’s money. I wouldn’t do that to a friend unless I was completely desperate.

      Though it looked like it was getting to be that way. I didn’t think I'd fall so ill so quickly after missing just one treatment, but it hit me hard. Fatigue like none other plagued my muscles. Walking across my room felt like running across a sports field. I was barely strong enough to drag myself to the bathroom. My skin turned ashen and pale, and the area underneath my eyes grew hollow. Fluid filled my lungs— I coughed up copious amounts of green bile, and struggled to sleep at night, for it was difficult to breathe. My spleen was so swollen, it hurt to sit up or bend over. There wasn’t one part of my body that wasn’t sore.

      The isolation was worse. I couldn’t go to class, or visit my grandparents, or even just go down to the student lounge to get a coffee. My friends had been dropping by meals to make sure I ate. Each time I opened the door to grab the takeout boxes from where they’d placed it on the floor, I felt terrified that there could be a rogue infection lurking in the air, waiting to infect my lungs.

      When I tried to eat, I puked food back up. I was sticking to toast and soup, but even that was too much for me to take down. I dropped five pounds in a week. Lack of nourishment weakened me, and I began sleeping constantly.

      Kiara was bringing my homework to me, slipping it under the crack in the door. But since I wasn’t attending classes, I had no idea how to finish it, or what I was doing. I scraped together answers from my textbook, just to turn something in, but I was sure half the answers weren’t correct. I bullshitted a paper that was due, and was afraid to check my grade on it, certain I’d gotten a D or worse. It was so hard concentrating on school when I was going through this situation, but I kept at it, hoping that it would make a difference once I actually got back to class.

      Even the most boring of classes— hell, even Korva’s class— seemed like a blessing right now. What I’d give just to be in public with other people.

      Arthur had come by a few times, and we’d talked through the door. I needed my brother right now, and yet, I couldn’t even be in his presence, because it was dangerous to me. The people I loved were dangerous. It was unfathomable.

      The distance from Ethan was the worst. Mates weren’t meant to be separated. I could feel his loneliness through our bond, aching against my own.

      I couldn’t even take comfort in my friends right now. I had to be away from them. It was so horrible going through this all alone.

      Tygrys was my only solace. The little tiger made me giggle when he tumbled on my bed and fought with my stuffed animals. He cuddled me at night and yanked on my hair to make me laugh. When people came too close to the door, he let out tiny little growls, to protect me.

      One thing I could still do was practice transporting my spirit to Edinmyre. I took Tygrys with me, experimenting with how long I could stay without falling under the spell of the realm. I pushed fifteen minutes, forty-five, an hour. I found I couldn’t be there for much longer than that without making my body feel wretched in this world.

      The drunken feeling had overtaken me several times, but my brother and I had gone together for most of our trips, and he always brought me back. Our spirits could touch there without risk to my body, and when I felt his coat, I cried. I just wanted to spend some time with him in the real world, and I didn’t know when next that would be.

      Sometimes, I snuck to Edinmyre on my own, without Arthur or Tygrys to pull me out of it. It was even harder to leave. Traveling to the astral plane was my only freedom, and I longed to stay there, instead of being contained in my room. But I knew that would be foolish, so I made myself return, and each time, it was more difficult, because whenever I left for Edinmyre, I’d be in more pain than ever before once I got back.

      On Friday morning, I woke up feeling like a sword had been shoved in my spine. I’d had a long and fitful sleep. I couldn’t get comfortable. Every position on the bed made it feel like there were mallets crushing my bones.

      Slowly, I got up. I took a sip of water, and gagged. I needed to use the bathroom, but it looked so far away. My head was dizzy, and the room spun. I was afraid if I tried to walk there, I’d faint, and hit my head.

      I slid down the bed, then crawled my way to the bathroom. I heaved, though nothing came up, and my stomach clenched in pain.

      I couldn’t believe I was like this. I’d spent my whole life living with CVID before I knew I was diagnosed, and it hadn’t been so bad.

      However, as I reminded myself, I wasn’t as healthy as I had thought I was, back then. And now that my body had grown accustomed to my medicine after being on it for nearly two years, it relied on it to function. Without the plasma replacing my ill-functioning immune system, my body didn’t know what to do.

      After an hour spent on the floor, I managed to pull myself to my feet. I stood in front of the mirror, aware that I’d missed two infusions now. My face was sunken in like a skeleton, areas of my skin patchy and red. There were bruises on my body, and I wasn’t sure how I’d gotten them.

      Gods. I looked like I was dying.

      I was dying. I could feel myself withering away. It was a feeling unlike anything I’d ever faced before.

      I wanted to cry, but I was too worn out. Ethan’s concern ebbed at my consciousness. He was constantly checking in on me, and I hated the only news I could give him was that I was getting worse.

      The bad part? I knew my body could do this for a long time. I could wilt like this for months— years, potentially. It would be a long and painful demise, and I’d be by myself through all of it, because the people who loved me worried about bringing a virus to me that would end it all.

      My resolve to keep myself safe broke. Life didn’t mean anything, if it meant going out like this. I’d break one little rule, and keep the rest. Ethan, come to me.

      I immediately sensed his hesitation. It’ll put you in danger.

      I didn’t care. I knew I had to isolate from as many people as possible, but the loneliness and sorrow were eating away at me even worse than my body was. I needed one person at least, just to talk to. I couldn’t stand not being touched— I couldn’t do this on my own. If I was only allowed to see one person I loved, it would be Ethan.

      Please. I need you. Just you, just once, I pleaded.

      He came. Ethan slipped into my dorm room, and I immediately embraced him the moment he was within reach. My knees went weak when I inhaled his scent. Tygyrs purred above us, and I crushed my mate against me, feeling like I’d won the whole world.

      “You shouldn’t touch me,” he said, but he let his arms fall around me anyway. It was like he needed to hold me.

      “I don’t care.” The answer came again. I really didn’t. I was trying to keep myself safe, but if there was no other way for this to end, I at least wanted my mate by my side.

      “I’ve been keeping myself away from people, just in case you needed me,” Ethan said.

      “You’ve been self-isolating?”

      “I haven’t been to class all week. I don’t leave my room unless I have to.”

      Tears rose in my eyes. Ethan loved me so much. “You can’t do that. You’re about to graduate.”

      “My onawilke needs me. I don’t need to do anything but to be at your side.”

      I wavered. Ethan caught me before I hit the floor. His eyes furrowed as he carried me to the bed. “Where does it hurt?”

      “Everywhere.” It felt like I’d been hit by a dump truck and thrown twenty feet.

      Ethan laid me on my front. He began massaging my back. I tensed up. His touch felt like harsh punches. He was gentle, but even so, just his fingers across my skin were equivalent to being branded with fire.

      Ethan started talking, to get my mind off the pain. “Gabby did this because she’s worried you’ll kick her ass in the European Championships,” he joked.

      I groaned. “Don’t even talk to me about skating.” I missed the ice like crazy, and worse, the European Championships were quickly approaching. I was missing valuable ice time.

      What was more of a nightmare— if I didn’t get my medication soon, I’d miss the championships altogether. If that happened, I’d crumble to bits. I’d worked so hard to get there. I couldn’t let it go now.

      Ethan caressed a particularly sensitive part, and I hissed. He hurried to say something more. “You’ll be back on the ice in no time. I promise you it’ll work out.”

      “It was a mistake to tell everyone,” I moaned. “I never should’ve let Vara publish that article about my illness.”

      “No, Emma. It was strong.”

      “But it led to this. Gabby and Eli took advantage of it,” I said.

      “And we’ll beat them at it, as we always have.” Ethan didn’t say anything more about the subject, just kept working on my tender spots. Eventually, the tension in my muscles faded away, though the soreness remained.

      “I need a shower,” I whimpered as I sat up. I hadn’t washed my hair in days, but I was too weak to do it on my own.

      “I’ll help,” Ethan offered. I shuffled to the bathroom. He helped me remove my clothes, and I reached for the handle as he took off his own, turning the heat all the way up. I stepped into the shower, sighing in relief as the water rushed over my back.

      “Emma, that’s too hot.” Ethan frowned as he tested the water with his hand. “You’re going to burn yourself.”

      “It’s the only thing that helps.” I wanted to numb the pain. My skin turned red as the water scalded my skin, but it did its job, and the soreness in my muscles ebbed as I lost all feeling. Ethan turned the water down to a heat he could stand. Though it was still hot, I felt like shivering.

      Ethan needed to use the shower chair in order to get in with me, so I couldn’t sit on it. I could tell he felt guilty as he placed it inside and scooted onto the seat after removing his prosthetic. I was just glad I had someone to help me if I collapsed.

      Ethan washed my body. I put some shampoo in my hand and tried to work on my hair, but my arms instantly got tired. I pulled my hands away from my head.

      But something came with it. I felt dazed as I saw a giant mass of red hair in my fingers.

      Ethan stared. Tears immediately welled up in my eyes, and he rushed to say, “It’s all right. It— it’ll grow back.”

      I didn’t know if it would. As I rinsed off, clumps of hair came off of my head and swirled down the drain. I was getting bald patches. Ethan didn’t say anything, just continued to lavish love on me, talking about things that didn’t matter.

      I barely heard him. It was tough to understand what he was saying. He was just trying to distract me, but all I could think about was the mess of hair twirling away at my feet.

      Gabby and Elijah knew what they were doing. If they couldn’t best me on the battlefield, they would kill me another way.

      They’d hit me right where it hurt, where they knew I was the most vulnerable. The worst part wasn’t the pain.

      It was the fact that I was powerless. I was a victim to my body, and I couldn’t do a damn thing about it.
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      Time passed, and with each tick of the clock, I got more and more worried. There didn’t seem to be a resolution for Emma’s plight, and as her shifter, it felt like I failed her at a time when she needed me the most.

      Yet again, I was not proving to be a valiant Companion. I could feel the illness coursing through her body. Emma was dying, and not even the gods themselves could reverse the events set in motion now.

      If my mate didn’t get her medicine, she would die. And there would be no way I’d forgive myself for putting her in this situation.

      I spent most of my days feeling barren and hopeless. If there was ever a time Emma needed me, it was now, and I couldn’t do a damn thing to help her.

      Dropping out and getting a job that had insurance benefits had crossed my mind, but it was a foolhardy idea. I was shamed by the crown. No one wanted to hire a shifter whose last name was Hastek. A former vigilante, no less.

      I thought of breaking into the pharmacy, and stealing the medicine, but it was a highly protected substance, and several missing vials of plasma would obviously trigger some sort of response from the police— so few people used it that suspicion would immediately fall on us, and we’d be fucked. Not to mention her medicine came with other supplies, needles and things. I wasn’t sure I could get my hands on all of it. If Emma didn’t have everything she needed to infuse, stealing the medicine would be a useless endeavor anyway— not to mention this was a medication she needed every week, not just once every now and then. The best option would be to get our hands on the product legally.

      I worked to come up with plans that would get us out of this mess. Nothing miraculous came to mind.

      As I left Advanced Monster Hunting on Wednesday, there was a twinge at the corner of my brain. Emma was up and crying. I couldn’t feel it, but I knew she had to be in great pain.

      I wanted to go to her, but every time I saw her in person put her at risk. I brushed against her mind, to let her know I was there. She reached back, though the effort nearly caused her to cringe away.

      An idea popped into my mind. I couldn’t give a virus to her if I was in my shifter form. When I reached the hallway, I transformed into a wolven, and scratched at her door, giving a whine.

      Emma opened it slowly. Her tear stained cheeks and red nose broke me. I slipped inside, and she nearly collapsed against the door as she shut it behind her.

      Shifters were far too big to walk around inside the dorms in animal form, but we had to make it work.

      Emma fell back onto her bed. Her body wracked with tremors, and Tygrys flew overhead, purring in concern.

      I put my paws on the bed and pulled myself up. The bed creaked and barely supported my weight. I heard the sound of the timber frame cracking. I hoped it didn’t break. I circled a few times and curled around Emma, so she was wrapped in a cocoon inside my body, my nose touching my tail.

      Emma stroked my fur and sniffed. “It’s not worth living like this.”

      “Don’t say that, onawilke.” A growl emitted from my throat.

      “I’m in so much pain I can barely move,” she whispered as she laid her head against my shoulder. “When does it end?”

      “I cannot say when, but I promise you it will.” Gods, she was breaking my heart. How I longed to rush to the palace and eat Gabby’s heart out of her chest. I’d devour it whole, in front of my cousin. Perhaps then Elijah would understand the agony he was putting me through. Shifters weren’t meant to watch their Marked suffer like this. We were meant to take the pain for them, and yet, there was nothing I could do in this particular situation.

      My mind rushed with ideas to pay for her medication. I wish she’d accept Stefan’s help, but she was too proud. At some point, he was going to break down and buy her medicine for her, but, as I was reminded, that was merely a temporary situation. We had to find a way to get her medication to her permanently. At the same time, all I wanted to do was figure out some way just to get her by.

      “We could sell the wolven necklace I forged you for Christmas,” I offered. “There are royal jewels inside. It’s worth a fortune.”

      It was one of the few things that wasn’t taken from me, because the royal family had forgotten I had it. A stroke of luck.

      “No, Ethan. We need that.” Emma’s tears ran into my fur. “It’s a weapon for us to use against Gabby and Eli, and it contains Unseelie magic. If the monarchy finds out you infused royal jewels with Unseelie powers, you’ll be breaking the law again, and we can’t afford to give it up. We’ll need it to find the Crystals. It proved invaluable during the Slaughter of the Innocents, so we need it now.”

      “You won’t be able to find the Crystals if you’re like this,” I reminded her.

      “I’m not giving up one of the few things I have left. You gave me that necklace. It means something to me,” Emma insisted. “Please, don’t ask again.”

      I quieted. I was out of ideas. Emma cried into my fur until she fell asleep. I remained with her, breathing evenly. In her sleep, Emma winced and turned against me, like she couldn’t get comfortable. Tygyrs sat on my nose and let out soft mews, like he was asking me what we should do.

      I didn’t know what to do. And that was the problem.

      At some point, I too drifted away.
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        * * *

      

      The full moon shone outside. The light illuminated the darkness, and the Zlodia mansion. I stuck my head out the window of Elijah’s bedroom, looking down. A summer breeze skirted by my face, and I smelled fresh flowers on the breeze. What it was to be eight and carefree again.

      “Ethan, come on!” Elijah gave a giggle. He waved up at me from the ground. I looked from left to right, to see if anyone would notice us, but no one did. I shimmied down from the window and landed next to Elijah with a roll.

      “Follow me!” Elijah poked me in the side, and we slipped through the barred fencing that surrounded the mansion. Once we were free of the boundary, we took off running toward the trees.

      We were supposed to be having our weekly sleepover, but what our guardians didn’t know is that once midnight passed, Elijah and I hardly slept. We roamed the forests like wild beasts, void of consequence. As children, we were vibrant. We were free.

      Elijah let out a howl at the moon as he ran, and I joined him. We wouldn’t be able to shift until we were much older, but already, I longed to find my wolf skin. I wanted to be strong, like my father was.

      As the trees lengthened around us, I quivered. I wasn’t afraid of the dark, only what lurked in it. “Do you think there are monsters in here?”

      We’d never come by one yet, but there was always that risk when a fae walked the woods. I knew so. My father had told me.

      “I’m not afraid of monsters,” Elijah pledged. “If one comes by, I’ll fight it for you.”

      “We’ll fight it together,” I said, and I joined Elijah’s arm in mine. Though the threat of monsters was real, it wasn’t worth giving up our nightly adventures. Last week, Elijah and I had found an old hollowed tree that would be perfect for a hideout, and the week before that, Elijah had discovered a toad. There was always something new to explore, and as wolven children, we were curious about the world.

      Elijah was brave— I wasn’t. I followed his lead, because he never seemed to be scared of anything. That made me unafraid, too.

      We came to the expanse of a dark, cool lake. Elijah smiled broadly and said, “Last one in has to kiss Lady Gertrude’s saggy old face the next time she visits.”

      “Yeah right!” We both knew how to swim, so we discarded our clothes and jumped in. The water was ice cold, but we didn’t care. Elijah did a cannonball, and I splashed him in the face. We waded around, looking for fish in the dark.

      As the night grew longer, we pulled ourselves out of the pond and got redressed, covered in algae from the lake. I shivered on the shore and put my arms around me.

      “Are you cold?” Elijah asked.

      “A little.” I shivered again. Elijah took off his coat and put it around my shoulders, giving me a pat on the back.

      Elijah was my little cousin, but I felt like he looked out for me more than I looked out for him. Elijah jumped to his feet and said, “You wanna play King Kent and the Masked Caper?”

      King Kent and the Masked Caper was the best game, and based off our favorite comic book. We loved making up scary stories to tell in the darkness of the woods, and acting them out as we told them. We giggled as we ran deeper into the woods and hid behind tree trunks, him playing the part of King Kent and me being the Masked Caper.

      “Come find me, Caper!” Elijah cried. We picked up big sticks from the ground and pretended they were swords, smacking them together and laughing. Elijah took off, and I rounded the corner behind a boulder, intending on jumping out and surprising him when he ran back this way.

      From behind me, there was a terrifying noise. It was slick and wet, like a creature crawling through the mud. I slowly turned around, and came face to face with monstrous teeth.

      I let out a scream, and fell backward. The stick dropped from my hand. At the sound of my yell, my cousin came running.

      “Ethan!” Elijah’s voice was panicked. Our mouths dropped open as we looked up at the creature in front of us.

      It was some sort of fish that walked on land, a scaly monster that was as big as a small dragon. It towered over us, large flippers smacking the ground, and sharp teeth sticking out from large lips. The fish-monster had black eyes, and a fleshy lobe on top of its head that ended in a glowing light, to lure prey in.

      A billowbuck. It was a simple monster, fat and lazy, hardly a threat to a grown fae.

      But to two small children, it was definitely a danger. The billowbuck had a mouth so large, it could easily swallow Eli and I in one gulp. It most likely lived in the pond we’d just been swimming in, and had been hunting us since we’d left.

      The monster let out a hungry growl, and one of its flippers lashed out to pin me to the ground. I let out another scream as the monster’s protruding lips opened to suck me up.

      “Let him go, you big ugly thing!” Elijah charged at the monster, raising the tree branch he held. He jabbed it outward, and poked it into the monster’s big, bulbous eye. The monster groaned, and it removed its flipper from my legs. I crawled away, and Elijah ran at the monster, swinging the big stick.

      “Back, back!” he ordered it. He poked the monster in the other eye, and the billowbuck shook its head, giving a squinty gaze. It swiped a flipper out at Elijah, but my cousin dodged it. The billowbuck tried to move around Elijah, but he had planted himself in the way and refused to move.

      The billowbuck gave an impatient groan. It had obviously decided we were too much of a nuisance to eat, so it moved on with a grumble, looking for easier prey back in the pond.

      When it was gone, Elijah reached out a hand and pulled me to my feet. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” I brushed off my pants and looked up. “Thanks for saving me.”

      “No problem, dear cousin.” He flashed me a smile. “I’m always gonna look out for you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I awoke with a gasp. My eyes shot open, and Tygrys let out a growling noise. Emma was still curled up against me, deeply asleep, but as for me, it felt like I’d been drenched in that same ice-cold water from the lake years ago.

      What a troublesome dream. It could’ve been considered a happy memory, before, but all those happy memories now were nightmares. It reminded me of the person Elijah had been, and the monster he’d turned out to be.

      I couldn’t imagine why my subconscious would subject me to such wicked recollections of my childhood now. I hadn’t thought about such things in years. To think that the boy who’d saved my life from a monster when we were children had become the same man who’d tried to end my life just didn’t make sense. How had things changed so bitterly?

      Emma let out a pained cry against me, and I looked down. I couldn’t be perturbed by thoughts of Elijah at a time like this. All that was behind me, and we had major problems to work out in the present. The past needed to stay in the past.

      I chanced a look at Emma’s clock. It was almost one. I’d missed lunch, and I had to go to class. I would’ve forgoed it altogether, but Emma insisted one of us had to receive an education, and I was so close to graduating she didn’t want me to throw it all away. I gently got up, so when her head slid off my shoulder and hit the pillow, she didn’t wake. Tygyrs used his magic to open the door knob for me, and I didn’t change back until I was safely away from Emma’s side.

      I met Kiara in the hallway. She was shuffling up from the staircase with a collection of potions in her arms.

      “They’re for Emma,” Kiara said. “They should help with the pain, and hopefully, some of her symptoms. If it works right, some of her hair should grow back.”

      I nodded. Emma was very upset about losing her hair. It was possibly worse to her than the agony. “I saw her this morning. She doesn’t look good, Kiara.”

      Kiara bit her lip. “Damn Gabby. Damn Elijah. I hope both of them pay for this.”

      “They will, but before they do, we need to get Emma back on her feet again. Is there anything magical that can replace Emma’s medicine?” I asked.

      Kiara shook her head, and my heart fell. “Certainly not within the realms of faerie magic. Fae can’t heal.”

      “What about the other magical races?” I asked in desperation.

      “The elementals are in a civil war at the moment. They won’t be willing, or able, to help, and even if they could, it’d be a temporary solution,” Kiara said. “Emma would have to keep going back to them to get healed, over and over. It’s not a one-time fix.”

      “Vampires? Angels? Witches, even?” I asked desperately. “One of them has to have something.”

      “A lot of their magic doesn’t work on us, Ethan. They don’t share our blood,” Kiara said sadly.

      “Godsdammit!” I punched the wall, and my fist caused a chunk of concrete to break off the stone and fall to the floor. Kiara winced.

      “We need a miracle,” I muttered.

      “I agree, but we can’t lose our heads,” Kiara said firmly. “Emma was there for you when you were possessed last semester, so you need to pull yourself together, because it’s her turn to fall apart.”

      “You’re right.” I straightened my spine. “I’ll see you after class, Kiara.”

      She bustled off with the potions. I did my best to buck up, and made my way to Senior Pack Theory.

      A collection of wolven boys was mingling around the classroom when I got there, cracking dirty jokes or putting each other in headlocks. Eyes looked up as I entered, but nobody pestered me with questions about being the Phantom today. Word had made it around school that Emma was very sick, and so, everyone gave me a wide berth— either because they respected the pain they knew I had to be going through, watching my mate suffer, or because they were afraid if they bothered me, I’d tear their faces to shreds.

      Finlay was in this class. His gaze roamed me when I entered, as if he was trying to figure something out, before he went back to chatting with a friend.

      He didn’t quite bother me, other than the fact that he was obnoxious, and therefore, pretty damn annoying. I had gotten over that he and Emma had dated, as Finlay was clearly stricken with love for his current girlfriend, though I didn’t think I’d ever forgive him for kissing my mate. I was aware they could’ve gone farther, and the thought made me want to rip Finlay in two, so I didn’t permit my mind to wander that way.

      Professor Conri entered the room, his face a taunt, nervous mess. Professor Lucien was supposed to teach this class, and his presence was sorely missed. Professor Conri was young and new, and didn’t know what he was doing. He was hardly a few years older than me, which I couldn’t discount him for— it wasn’t his youth that made me doubt him, but his inexperience. He’d been interning under Professor Lucien for the past year, and wasn’t supposed to begin teaching his own classes for some time. With Lucien’s sudden death right before the semester’s beginning, the school had struggled to replace him, and went for the first wolven teacher they could find.

      “We’ll be working on assessing our surroundings today,” Conri stuttered as he came to the front of the room. “Follow me out to the grounds.”

      Conri led the way to the university gardens. He turned to us once we got to the treeline and said, “You’ll be working in pairs. Your objective for the day is to survey the land surrounding the university, though your partner will be going in the opposite direction. This is a test of your telepathic abilities, and how far they may roam. If you run into any monsters, reach out with a howl to the rest of the group at large, and we will come in for assistance.”

      Conri went with making partners. I was hoping he’d choose someone easy for me to work with, but before I could add any input, he said, “Ethan, you’re with Finlay.”

      I frowned. Conri either didn’t know about the history between Finlay and I, or he didn’t care. Wolvens were all about running in packs and working together, but even so, being paired up with Finlay for the day soured my already poor mood.

      Finlay came up to my side and playfully punched me in the shoulder. “Looks like you’re with me.”

      His Scottish accent grated on my nerves. “I suppose.”

      He changed into a wolven and shook his head. “Better get on it, don’t you think?”

      I was more than happy to get away from him, so I changed and began running into the woods, to the north. Finlay took to the south. Scents invaded my nose, and the sound of paws hitting the ground rose to my ears as wolvens took off in all different directions. I kept my eyes forward as I charged through the forest, keeping my senses peeled for any monsters that might be creeping about.

      Wolven shifters could travel over fifty miles a day, and could run a single mile in two minutes or less. Within fifteen minutes, Finlay and I were a sizable distance away, and far off from the university.

      “Can you hear me?” I called out to Finlay. I didn’t know if our magic would reach so far.

      “Yes. Our connection is strong,” Finlay replied.

      I agreed. Finlay and I were ten miles off, and I could still hear him clear as day. Our connection began to dwindle along the twelfth mile, but even as we pushed our boundaries, I could still hear him, although faintly.

      Around the fifteenth mile, I lost him. I journeyed back, and found that fourteen miles was the extension of our limits.

      By this point, our class time was nearing to a close, so we began making our way back to the university. I was panting by the time I reached the university grounds, and so was Finlay. Running thirty miles in one day on an empty stomach was exhausting. Although it was hardly past two, I wanted to go to the cafeteria, down a steak, then go back to my dorm and sleep.

      “How far did you go?” Conri asked the group at large when we all arrived back in the gardens. There were mumbles. Most wolvens had gotten eight or so miles before they lost the connection, some ten.

      Finlay and I had the strongest connection out of all of them, and could go the farthest. I wasn’t sure if I liked that or not.

      I changed back, and as Finlay came up to my side, so did he. “We’re strong shifters,” he commented. I grunted in response.

      Finlay gave a chuckle. “You’re a grumpy bastard.”

      “I’ve got a lot on my mind,” I replied. Finlay’s look was concerned, but he didn’t ask about Emma, and I was glad he didn’t. I didn’t feel like talking about it.

      As class ended and shifters began to disperse, Finlay asked, “Ethan, would you mind coming with me?”

      Curiosity peaked at my attention. “For what?” Finlay and I weren’t friends. I couldn’t imagine what he wanted from me.

      Finlay’s eyes got dark. “There’s something a group of us have been meaning to ask you. Will you listen?”

      I bet anything this had something to do with my time spent as the Phantom. I nearly turned him down, but I saw the look in his eyes was desperate. Something more was going on.

      Aware that he was dragging me into something I probably shouldn’t get involved in, I sighed. “Lead the way.”

      To my surprise, Finlay took me to Professor Mara’s classroom. As we entered, I saw Professor Mara pacing in front of her desk. She looked up, clearly relieved at my arrival.

      Finlay’s girlfriend, Amantha, was here too, sitting on top of one of the desks and swinging her legs back and forth. She gave a bold smile to Finlay when she saw I was in tow.

      Finlay cautiously closed the door, and Professor Mara lifted her hand, to cast an illusion spell over the room so we wouldn’t be overheard.

      “Okay, so you’ve brought me here,” I began. “What is it you want?”

      Professor Mara came forward. “We’re asking for your support.”

      “For what?”

      She took a hasty breath. “Many of us in the country— well, we agree that something has to be done.”

      “About?”

      “The king and queen.”

      My mouth ran dry, aware that we were already talking treason. I spun on my heel and went to head for the door, but Finlay blocked my path.

      “Just hear her out,” he said. I scowled, but turned back to Professor Mara, waiting for an explanation.

      “We are what is called the Malovian Revolution,” Professor Mara said. “We are a secret group of fae in Dolinska who do not agree with the rule of the king, and seek to overturn him. Most of us are based here, at the university. Many are young, but there are some teachers, too.”

      “A revolution of students against the crown.” I raised an eyebrow. “You have to be kidding me.”

      “People were inspired after your trial,” Mara said. “The Phantom was more than a vigilante. He was an emblem for justice. So many want to take up that mantle and make a change.”

      “The Phantom is dead. That life is behind me.”

      “We don’t need the Phantom. We need you,” Mara said. “You are a fallen prince abandoned by the crown. There is no better person we could⁠—”

      I became aware of what she was asking me. I took a step back. “No. I won’t participate in this fool’s errand.”

      “It’s not a fool’s errand.” Amantha’s eyes flashed, and she came forward. “The Malovian Revolution is the one way to change things. The more fae we have on our side, the greater chance we can unseat Gabby and Elijah from the throne. Finlay and I joined the revolution because we knew it was a just cause, not a hopeless one.”

      “How many do you have?”

      “A few dozen,” Mara replied without batting an eye.

      I snorted. “That’s hardly anything. Nothing to fight against Elijah’s armies with. If you wanted to cause such an insurrection, you’d need hundreds. Thousands, even, if the people of Dolinska chose to rise up with you.”

      “Numbers we’ll have, if you agree to help us,” Mara insisted.

      “What is it you’re asking of me?”

      “Ethan, you’ve become a beacon for the revolution, a symbol due to your actions as the Phantom. If you join us, many others will follow,” Mara said.

      “I have no desire to lead a revolution. I don’t even have an inkling to participate,” I said. This was a waste of my time. My priority was getting the stones, and protecting Emma. Everything else was unimportant. I’d promised my mate I was done with vigilante work, and becoming involved in a revolution was even worse.

      “Ethan, please,” Mara said with a sigh. “This revolution won’t get off the ground without you. You’re a good leader. You can inspire the people to fight back.”

      “I apologize, but I’m going to have to refuse. You’ll have to find another symbol for your revolution.”

      “I see,” Professor Mara said, and she frowned. “Well, if you change your mind, you know where to find us. We could use someone like you.”

      I laughed darkly. “Don’t count on it.”

      I went to leave, but as I abandoned Professor Mara’s presence, I heard footsteps behind me. Finlay grabbed my arm and turned me around. “Hey.”

      I nearly exploded into my wolf skin and tore him apart. Instead, I reeled in my baser instincts and said, “What the hell was that? I just got off an execution sentence for being a vigilante, and now you’re asking me to risk my neck again, for a cause I don’t believe in?”

      “Stop lying to yourself. You do believe in it,” Finlay said firmly. “I know you, Ethan. You want Elijah off that throne.”

      “And who do you plan to replace him with?” I crossed my arms and took a wide stance. “Haven’t gotten that far, have you? Do you understand that to unseat a king, you’ll have to destroy the Circle as well, and find members to fill all those seats? They’re not going to vote in whoever you choose to nominate. You’ll never earn the support of the people, or the government, without a ruler who hasn’t won the King’s Contest. Their rule wouldn’t be sanctified by the gods.”

      “We still need to work out the details,” Finlay ground out. “But look at the facts! Elijah and Gabby have to go.”

      “You’ll send Malovia spiraling into turmoil if we don’t have someone ready to replace him,” I hissed. “Our country has never been without a king.”

      “Malovia is already in turmoil,” Finlay said firmly. “It’s only going to get worse if we don’t do something. I don’t know you well, but I’m certain you’re not a man who turns his back on a cause for his country.”

      “And what will happen when the revolution comes out of secrecy and starts gaining momentum? Who do you think my cousin will blame?” I asked.

      “That’s the point. The king will suspect you anyway. Might as well make it worth your while.”

      “You’re asking me to join a revolution of students to fight Gabby and Elijah. A king and queen who, if I remind you, have copious amounts of money and power on their side. They have armies. What do you have? Textbooks and a dream that can’t get off the ground?”

      “The revolution has to start somewhere. You’re a hero to the people of Dolinska. You could be the deciding factor.”

      The temptation was great, but I thought of Emma, and everything we’d gone through last semester. I was no longer a liar. I couldn’t break another promise to her, for any reason.

      Even for a cause I’d previously fought for.

      “My answer is no.”

      I ripped my arm away from Finlay and stormed off. As my back was turned to him, he called out, “You can’t run away from this forever! Sooner or later, you’re going to want to fight back. We’ll be waiting here when you do.”

      Finlay’s words haunted me. They ate away at me like the memorable temptation of putting on a mask. For the rest of the day, I couldn’t get them out of my head. They combined with Stefan’s words a few weeks prior.

      “Of course you promised. But I know you. You’ll get bored.”

      There was that old, familiar itch. And no matter what I did to scratch it, it wouldn’t go away.

      It festered. Like an infected wound. I wondered if Finlay was right and if I’d do something to relieve it, because the itch was gnawing away at me, and I knew there would be only one way to satisfy it.

      Anarchy.
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