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MEGARA 

I didn’t dare blink as the Veil closed like an impenetrable curtain and my three Fae princes disappeared from me... forever.

I sobbed aloud as my heart broke.

No... this isn’t how it’s meant to end. 

The air around me cooled like someone had doused the whole area with snow. The heat from the Fae Realm’s lush, warm forest was now sealed off from the human world.

I couldn’t bear the knowledge that I would never see Fiore, Nyeer or Everly again. They were my everything, and without them, I would never be whole.

Tears leaked down my face and my nose ran. I sniffed loudly, uncaring about how pathetic I looked or sounded.

My life would never be the same again. Thanks to the Academy that was supposed to nurture my skills and help me embrace my future as a Slayer.

“Goodbye,” I managed to say the word aloud through my tears, though I didn’t know if they could hear me or not. Probably not. They were now in a whole other reality to mine.

The Academy soldiers leaped forward and grabbed me, pinning my arms behind me. Pain seared my shoulders and up my arms as they dragged me backward, away from the now-closed portal. One of them shifted his grip so he could hold me in a headlock. 

I gasped for air and scrabbled at his arms but I couldn’t shift his grip. I couldn’t breathe. I was going to choke to death right here on the Academy grounds.

“Let me. Go,” I managed to gasp out, though the soldier holding me didn’t let go. If anything, he squeezed harder.

Sadistic bastard, whoever he was.

I stared at the idiots who were still dancing around like there was a fight going on. Some of them were my fellow students, some staff, and others were hired security. All of them were obviously trying to get through the portal that no longer existed, cutting at the air with their swords, firing their guns into the now-vacant woods.

“Open the damn portal!” the Dean yelled, storming toward me.

Blackness edged my vision. I could barely see him at all.

I think the Dean may have given some kind of signal, because the guard choking me suddenly released his hold and threw me forward onto the ground. I gulped for air, grateful when the blackness in my vision began to recede. 

I coughed and hacked, almost vomiting, then someone grabbed me by the hair and pulled me up. I cried out as I realized it was the red-faced Dean. Then pain splintered across my cheek as he slapped me. 

I sobbed again. 

“Open it!” he screamed, this time his spittle hitting my face.

The pain of his abuse barely registered above the cacophony of sound inside my head. Everything inside me screamed out at a loss far greater than anything I’d ever known.

The soldiers pushed me from behind and I fell to the ground, coughing and gasping for air.

“I can’t,” I admitted, as tears rolled down my face.

I would never see them again.

My Fae.

Fiore... Nyeer... Everly.

The Dean grabbed a revolver from a frustrated nearby soldier.

I heard the click of the gun being cocked before he pointed the barrel at my face.

“Open it. Now.”

I lifted my head and met his gaze. A deathly stillness fell over me, voiding my intense emotions and making me singularly focused on the man standing before me. 

The words I said next came from that same secret place I hadn’t known existed before today. The place that knew the Elvish words for a spell I’d never heard before and yet managed to utter as my Fae slipped through the portal.

“I can’t open the portal. No one can. That spell sealed the entry to Faerie. Forever.”

I hadn’t wanted to do it, of course. Sealing my men in Faerie without me was a fate worse than death. But I had to keep them safe. And the only way to do that was to make sure the Slayers could never get through.

“What do you mean... you sealed it?” The Dean was right up in my face, but my gaze didn’t waver.

I I shrugged, determined to remain calm in the wake of his manic rage. “You told me they were evil. What’s wrong with closing the door so they can no longer come through?”

His mouth twitched and I felt a momentary spiteful happiness before I was yanked to my feet. 

“Ow!”

My shoulders ached from being pulled so hard and I glared at the solider who’d done it. He was twice my age, as most of them were, and ugly as sin. 

“Let me go.”

They had no right to hold me captive. Did they?

The Dean pushed past me as he headed back toward the Academy, and an older-looking soldier, who seemed to be in charge, walked forward.

He was cut and bleeding, and panting like he’d run a marathon. But he was still alive, unlike several of the others.

“You’re not going anywhere, Megara. You’re under arrest.”

He grabbed my other arm and I struggled against the two holding me. 

“Under arrest? For what?” 

They can’t be serious.

The soldier smiled smugly. “For aiding the Fae.”

I glared at the guy. Who the hell did he think he was? “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

He laughed, and the sound sent chills down my spine. “No. And you will tell us everything you know, or we will hold you captive until you do.”

My spidey senses went crazy. My skin was practically on fire. 

Warning. Danger.

I shuddered. “You can’t do that. I have rights. Parents. Friends. They’ll wonder where I am.”

Surely someone would come looking for me. But my heart sank when I realized how long it would be before anyone expected me home. The reception here was patchy. If my parents tried to get a hold of me before the end of semester, they’d probably just assume the signal was too weak to connect.

He grinned at me, and for the first time I noticed some of his teeth were missing. 

Yuck.

“We’ve got months before anyone expects you home,” he said, echoing my thoughts. “The entire semester. By that time, you’ll have given us what we want. Or you’ll be dead.”

My stomach convulsed and I made a loud gagging noise. The soldiers who had my arms let me go, so I launched forward, vomiting all over the grass. 

The laughter around me made me want to retch again, but I was grateful the soldiers gave me enough time to cough and spit, and then wipe my mouth, before they grabbed me again. 

“Let’s go,” the head soldier said, before they dragged me off the battlefield that was once the North Quad, and into the library.

Oh, God no... not again. 

They were dragging me to the dungeon prison.

“No. No... you can’t take me down there.”

I planted my feet against the concrete of the foyer. I couldn’t go back into that dark place by myself, with only the skeleton of the missing royal Fae for company.

No....

One of the soldiers grabbed my shoulder and slammed his hand into my spine, thrusting me forward.

Pain burst through my back and I staggered and almost fell down the stairs. They didn’t care. My near miss, and my pleas of no and stop were to no avail. They simply pushed, shoved and dragged me to the dungeon I’d only broken out of an hour ago. 

I sucked in a breath and tried to scream, thinking maybe someone in the Academy above us might hear and want to investigate, but a rough hand covered my mouth and shut off any noise I might have made.

As we got lower under the ground, the air around us changed, becoming dank and stale. The light dimmed, until we were stumbling through almost-darkness.

Fear whispered in my blood.

This was a place that held danger and death.

“Please. Keep me anywhere but down here in the dungeon. Please.”

One of the soldiers grabbed me by my shirt and pulled me close, until I could smell the onions on his breath.

He glared at me with beady black eyes. “You’re a traitor, and if you don’t do as you’re told, you’ll find yourself with a broken back and no control of your legs. And we’ll still leave you down here.”

My skin was burning, my senses going berserk with warning. He was serious.

I nodded and finally, he stepped away.

There were three of them and one of me. Even if I could get away from these soldiers, where would I go? I was surrounded by thick walls, stranded without a car or phone signal, and I didn’t have a single friend I could count on in the Academy. 

Not even my old roommates, who had probably been told by now that I was a traitor who was working with the Fae to kill them all.

Even though that wasn’t true, I couldn’t imagine anyone—even Katie—wanting to step in and help me right now.

So, with a heart that felt like it was breaking for the second time today, I followed my captors along the dark corridors and down winding stairs.

I forced my mind to slow down and try to think clearly. 

I had to be smart about how I handled this. 

I didn’t want to be injured and alone down here, and they’d take any chance they could to break me, so I forced myself not to fight. Not to cry. Not to give them any reason to hurt me.

Instead, I trudged along like a good little girl and let them put me into the jail cell without complaint. I’d gotten out before. I would just have to figure out a way to do it again.

One of the guards handed me a small flask. “That’s all you’re getting. Make it last,” he said, and before I could formulate a response, he was gone. I opened the flask and sniffed at it, then tried a tiny mouthful. Water. If this was all I had, I wouldn’t last a week.

I sat on the bench seat that, not one hour ago, Fiore had sat upon, and took some comfort in that fact.

I stroked the wood, trying to think of my three beautiful men and draw strength from the memory of their love for me.

“Fiore was here for weeks... months,” I said aloud. Trying for a confidence boost. “He made it. I can too. In fact, I will make it out. And somehow, I’ll find my way back to Fiore, Nyeer and Everly.”

I told myself everything I needed to hear, giving myself a pep talk my mom would have been proud of if she could hear it. 

But my limbs shook and I clenched my hands in my lap to control the tremble as I fought against the fear of the unknown. Fear of the darkness that seemed to press in from every direction. Fear of the dead Fae prince’s remains somewhere out there in one of the corners of this prison.

Calico couldn’t hurt me. Logically, I knew that. But my captors could, and likely would, given half a chance.

What would they do with me?

After all, they could do anything they liked and, apparently, no one could stop them.

I had no idea how much time passed while I waited for someone to return. I spent the time dozing, on and off, for what felt like forever.

Eventually the water was gone, despite the fact that I’d tried to take the tiniest sips. My stomach hurt so much it felt like it was eating itself, and my lips became so dry they were cracked and bleeding. I couldn’t even run my tongue over my lips anymore. My whole mouth was too dry. And the metallic tang of my own blood made me sick.

Somehow, I held on to my sanity, pulling every trick I knew to stay calm. I recited movie scenes off by heart. I had conversations with people who weren’t there. And I didn’t lose my mind, and for that I was proud of myself. 

But even so, when a man I’d never seen before arrived at the door after goodness knows how long, I almost cried.

He had a lantern that he placed on the floor and it cast a tiny bit of light, thank God.

“How long has it been?” I croaked out at him as I grabbed onto the bars.

He stuck a huge key in the lock and opened the door.

I stepped back, not sure if I was being moved, or if he was coming in.

“You’ve been in here for three days,” he answered as he stepped into the cell and closed the door behind him.

I groaned. No wonder I was so parched. Three days with only a tiny flask of water and no food was... torture. I studied the man as he moved closer, wondering what he wanted. He was about fifty, with a bald spot and angry, dark eyes. But there was a calmness about his manner that was so much more unnerving than his angry expression. 

He reminded me of a corrupt warden from old movies who enjoyed his job far too much. A bully.

But he hadn’t locked the door. My gaze darted to the exit, thinking about all those stairs that I knew existed beyond the wall. Would I now have the strength to climb them fast enough?

He laughed when he noticed my look. “Don’t even think about escaping. You won’t make it ten feet before you’re recaptured.”

I licked my dry lips and tried to swallow. “Can I have some water?”

Fiore said they’d given him food and water. Perhaps he’d been treated differently? 

Then the probable truth hit me like a foot to the gut.

Poor Fiore must have lied about how badly they’d treated him. Possibly in an effort to protect me.

He didn’t smile. “In a minute. Once you answer my questions.”

Adrenaline raced down my legs and along my veins, forcing me to move. 

I walked over to the stone wall furthest away, and sat next to the Fae skeleton that had once been Prince Calico. When I entered this cell I’d been spooked by the thought of him. But he’d become a companion of sorts. I’d had more than one conversation with him over the past three days. 

“What do you want to know?”

I wasn’t telling him anything, of course. But he could ask.

“Tell me everything you know about the three Princes of Faerie.”

Ah... no.

I leaned forward  on my dirt floor perch and clutched my knees. “What do you want to know? I mean... I know their names, but not much else.”

I didn’t want to reveal their names, but there were ways around that.

“Start with names.”

“Well...” I looked up in the air toward the dirty ceiling. “One was named Fi... something. Fitell... Filore... Something like that. The other one was Evermore. And the third one’s name started with an N, but I didn’t get to spend much time with him.”

He took a few slow steps toward me and the hairs on my neck stood up.

Crap.

“Megara, I warn you. Lying to us is worse than telling us nothing.”

Despite the fear skittling through me, I shrugged. I wasn’t telling them anything. I didn’t care what they did to me. I would protect the men I loved.

“I don’t know anything.”

He took another step closer. “If you say nothing, it will go badly for you. We have ways of making you talk.”

I tilted my head and stared at him, struck by the hypocritical statement. One minute it’s worse to lie... then suddenly they’ll extract the information anyway, even if I don’t come out with it?

I leaned back against the wall and crossed my arms over my chest. “Look, I don’t know anything. You guys have a library full of information, likely way more useful than anything I could ever give you.” Which was actually true. I didn’t know anything amazing. 

He turned on his heel and opened the door to leave.

“Can you bring me some food, please? Or at least, some water?” 

He paused to grab my empty flask, then exited  the door to freedom, before slamming shut the dungeon door behind him. 

This time, when he turned the key in the lock, he had a smug look of satisfaction across his ugly face that made my gut tighten with a mixture of fear and anger.  

“Until you tell us what we need to know, you can starve for all I care.” He lifted the flask. “You get one more of these, and that’s it.”

He disappeared into the shadows, then returned a few minutes later and threw the metal flask through the bars onto the floor.

As I watched the shiny silver roll toward me, the truth hit me like a slap in the face. 

No matter what I told him, he wouldn’t believe me. 

And if I did tell them the truth about how kind the Fae were, and how lovely Faerie was, they’d never let me go. 

I knew too much.

I’d seen too much.

They didn’t want anyone around to spread the truth.

Their whole world was based on a pack of lies. The Slayer Academy had been set up to create an army for a threat that didn’t exist.

They couldn’t afford to let me go.

I jumped up and rushed toward him, gripping the bars of my cell and hissing at the man now standing near the stairs. He picked up the lantern, obviously readying to leave me here in the dark once again. Anger bubbled in my dehydrated veins.

They were going to kill me no matter what, so I may as well let them know exactly what I thought of them.

“You know what, Warden? You and all the Slayers can go fuck yourselves. You’re a pack of liars and murderers.”

His eyebrows rose and his eyes opened wide, as if he had expected me to remain cowed and quiet. 

Too bad.

They had no idea what I was capable of. Neither did I, but knowing I was going to die damn sure gave me incentive to find out.

“I know the truth about everything. And I’m not telling any of you a goddamn thing.”

The guard, the soldier, whatever the hell he was, smiled.

And a chill ran down my spine.

I was going to die here.

But I kept glaring at him with all the hatred and betrayal I felt, until finally he turned and walked away, leaving me in the dark hole where they’d thrown me, with only a Fae skeleton for company.
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FIORE 

I flinched as another healer was brought into the room. “I said I’m fine! Can you just tell them all to go away?”

I flicked my hand at Nyeer and turned away so I didn’t have to endure the pity on everyone’s faces. 

Yes, I was injured from being held captive for months, and then the battle had taken its toll. Neither were events that should induce pity.

“Fiore, they’re only trying to help,” Nyeer said, with an unusually soft tone that grated on my nerves. 

His battle wounds were deeper than mine, but were healing well, thanks to his overall strength and good health.

I gestured to him. “You need their healing more than I do. Drink up.” 

He rolled his eyes, but accepted a bottle of tonic offered by one of the healers and drank it down. Everly grunted as he sat down in a massive armchair. “You’re the one who looks like a skeleton walking, Fiore. Did they feed you at all over there?”

I grudgingly admitted he was probably right. “Not much,” I said, and Everly shook his head and gestured at the laden table between us.

“You need to eat.”

I let my eyes roam over the table and take in the splendour of the food Nyeer’s servants had put in front of us. 

My stomach squeezed in protest even at the thought of eating. “I’m not hungry.”

I wasn’t being contrary. I hadn’t eaten a proper meal in months. I wasn’t sure I even knew how to eat our rich Fae food now.

Everly shoved a tray of delicately woven pastries at me. “Start eating. You need your strength if we’re going to rescue Megara from those humans.”

He had a point there.

I grabbed a cup of hot chocolate and looked down into its dark depths.

When I’d been down in that dungeon, alone except for the ghost of Calico for company, I’d dreamed of a time when I would experience such luxury again.

Knowing that Megara had now taken my place in that hellhole, made coming home to Faerie a bitter rather than triumphant experience.

But Everly was right. Here in Nyeer’s kingdom we needed to heal, regain our strength, and go back for Megara.

The woman I’d claimed.

I wasn’t leaving her there.

And once she was back here, I was never leaving her again. 

I lifted the cup to my lips and drank, my stomach complaining with a tight cramp and then sharp pain, before relaxing under the warmth of the sweet milky drink. 

Pleasure pulsed through me, and I sighed.

It had been far too long since I’d eaten Elvish food and even with that one sip of chocolate, my body began to hum happily with memories. 

I reached over and picked at the berries on one of the platters, my appetite returning with every small bite.

I turned to my fellow princes, anxious to get on with the next step. 

“What’s the plan?”

Everly ran a hand through his hair, then we both turned as Nyeer gasped. The healer was rubbing an ointment on Nyeer’s cuts and the flesh sealed up even as we watched, but the process was obviously painful.

That fast healing was the main reason we’d come back to Faerie. Our wounds would not have healed at all in the human world. In Faerie we had our earth, our magic, and our air to breathe. All those elements made quick healing possible.

Everly picked up his glass of wine. “The plan?”

I scowled at him. “Yes, the plan to get Megara back. To rescue her from the dungeon in which I’ve spent the last few months.”

I turned to Nyeer and included him in the glare. “Why did you take her back to the Academy? You put her in danger for no reason.”

My life wasn’t worth more than Megara’s, and I hated the fact they seemed to have swapped my life for hers. 

I reached for some more food, my hands shaking with anger and frustration but knowing I had to rebuild my strength as fast as I could.

Nyeer sat up, thanked the healer and brushed her away. 

“What are you talking about? Of course, we needed to involve her in rescuing you! How else were we going to get into the Academy? And have you met Megara? Do you think she would have let us leave her behind?”

His angry glare made me glance down.

He was right. I knew what she was like. Stubborn, strong, loyal.

It would have been impossible to leave her behind, and yet I hated that she’d been involved at all.

They should have just left me to rot and protected her. Another prince for the Slayers’ dungeon. But at least she’d be here in Faerie, with Nyeer and Everly to look after her.

Everly rolled his eyes. Again.

“You’re doing that a lot.” I zoned in on him. “What’s that for?”

Everly met my gaze with his stoic strength. “Nyeer wanted to involve her in your rescue and you know why. He couldn’t keep his hands off her while she was here.”

A growl built inside my chest with a sharp stab of betrayal. “Are you serious? Nyeer! I thought you understood the rules when I claimed her?”

I’d been very clear about Megara being my woman. To claim, to protect, to love. And Nyeer... my lifelong friend and fellow prince had taken her to his bed?

I growled deeply again. 

Why would he do such a thing?

Nyeer had the good grace to look ashamed, but when he met my gaze, I also saw a stubbornness I recognized well. 

“I want her too, Fiore. I love her.”

The words sat in the air like a pregnant belly, heavy and full. And in a strange way, I understood. She was meant to be here, with us, in Faerie. 

The heaviness in my gut was a combination of jealousy and pain. 

I wanted to be the first.

How could Nyeer have tasted her already? While I’d been rotting away in a prison cell, starving to death in the human realm. 

I inhaled sharply and pushed the air out again, my head clouded with a mixture of rage and understanding.

Who Megara was meant to love and be loved by, would be worked out in time. But for now, I only had one question, “If you love her, then how could you put her in harm’s way?”

Everly sat forward and called out. “Fiore, stop. We need to focus on the mission at hand.”

I nodded and tried to push the anger away.

There were more important things than my feelings at this point in time.

“You’re right. We need to go back to the Academy and rescue her. There’s no way they’ll be treating her well. In fact, I’m pretty certain they’ll be torturing her, or worse.”
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