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      “Thus with a kiss I die.”

      

      William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          ETHAN

        

      

    

    
      The quiet was so jarring it could wake the dead.

      Midnight darkened the ruins of Dolinska. There was nothing left of the city besides crumbled buildings and piles of rubble. Amongst it all was the scent of blood, and corpses buried beneath the concrete. We moved as a small group through the disaster, specters congregating at a mass grave as a light snowfall coated the once-perfect streets. Arthur and Finlay roamed beside me, my only companions within this dark night. We’d taken a portal to the forests outside the city, and snuck our way into Dolinska in order to search for our missing friends that might’ve survived the destruction.

      I was losing hope that there were any.

      As I surveyed the carnage, a lullaby I knew as a child struck me, such a distant memory that it almost seemed like someone else’s recollection.

      
        
        Droga, Droga, master of night

        Came to eat my soul

        Slipped in at night to take a bite

        And swallowed me up whole.

      

      

      We remained close together as we continued on our mission. We couldn’t afford to lose each other in this mess. We forged in the direction of the palace, shivering as a winter breeze rushed through the husks of trees still standing in the local park.

      There was a depraved snarling up ahead. Hunched forms loomed over frozen bodies, accompanied by the tearing of flesh. As we neared, I took in their bare naked humanoid bodies, soulless eyes and gnashing teeth. They ran on four-clawed paws, bits of jagged flesh hanging off their forms.  

      Ghouls. Dozens of them. I readied to defend myself, but the monsters merely hissed and ran away, fading into nests they’d created out of rubble. 

      Ghouls were vile creatures. They were disgusting monsters that fed on carrion. They loved digging up graveyards to devour those who’d been laid to rest. They were always violent. They hadn’t attacked us, which meant there were plenty of bodies for them left to feed on.

      I grimaced, and we moved onward. I heard screeching up above, and we ducked behind a fallen building for cover.

      Skeletal figures in dark cloaks flew overhead, faces shielded by hoods. They made wicking screeching sounds that pierced the night and turned my blood cold.

      Wraiths. I hadn’t seen one in years, since the last time I’d banished one from Dolinska as the Phantom. Wraiths were formed from the souls of those who’d been wronged… and there were many fae who’d been cheated out of life, killed off here during Dolinska’s seige. 

      “Best to avoid them,” Finlay whispered. I nodded, and we crept as quietly as possible in the opposite direction the wraiths had flown. One wraith we could take, two, maybe, but a whole host of them like that would certainly mean our doom. We’d come here to do one thing only, and dammit, I planned on accomplishing something other than our deaths.

      
        
        Droga, Droga, stag of wrath,

        Took his teeth and chomped,

        His antlers smashed my bones to bits

        Cut and sliced and chopped.

      

      

      Monsters were running reckless here. Even if the city managed to repair itself, somehow, it’d take a legion of fae to clear all of them out…

      Everything had been ruined.

      I saw a thin outline in the distance. Nearly appeared like a crowd. They almost looked like fae, but they were so still, and too far off the ground. I didn’t see any wings.

      “What’s that…” Finlay asked, but his voice died with horror as the image came closer into view. 

      Lining the city streets was a fence made of bodies. The limp forms of sorceresses and shifters hung suspended on pikes. They’d been impaled with stakes, mounted along the city’s barren streets. I recognized them as the same soldiers who’d fought for me and lost their lives at the fortress.

      I sneered. Gabby had put the corpses of her enemies on display, to serve as a warning against anyone who dared to rise up again.

      The image of the hanging soldiers reminded me horribly of my father, run through and hanging on the leshane’s root.

      
        
        Droga, Droga, dark lord of death,

        Bury him so deep,

        Leave him to rot beneath the ground

        And put him back to sleep.

      

      

      I turned my back on them— hard to do, for it felt like a betrayal— and looked to Arthur. “Anything?”

      “I don’t see any recent tracks with my shifter sight, and I don’t smell anyone, either. The last person who came through here had to have run by weeks ago,” he said.

      “It’s not a sure thing they won’t come by now,” Finlay said.

      I shifted into a wolven. “Stay low to the ground. We don’t want anyone to see us coming.”

      The ruins weren’t heavily guarded, if at all— there wasn’t anything left to guard. All that remained of Dolinska was rubble. Over the past month, Gabby and Droga had made their residence at Arcanea University, and their most devoted followers lived inside the school walls. Their soldiers and other general supporters lived outside the university, in elaborate new complexes that had been built in the woods beyond. Thus, all the action was on the other side of the city. Here, everything had been mostly deserted.

      That didn’t mean the occasional soldier didn’t wander by every now and then, and the last thing we needed was him sounding the alarm and alerting Droga to our presence. The dark god still wanted Emma— I would not allow myself to be taken as a hostage and used as a weapon against my wife. If we were caught, we’d all agreed to end our lives first before we allowed ourselves to be captured. I had a dagger to do so, though I sincerely hoped I didn’t need to use it. 

      We came to the sight of the collapsed palace. Sorrow overcame me like I’d never felt before. The jewel of the city had been smashed to rubbish. Heaps of stone lay where the fallen towers were. The gardens that had been enchanted to be forever spring lay black and dead, spells broken beside ruined courtyards and demolished rooms.

      The three of us changed back to start sifting through the wreckage. We were looking for anything, really. Traces of the living or dead, scraps of clues. I’d promised Arthur and Finlay we’d get their girls back, whether that be alive or just to give them a decent burial. 

      I wasn’t sure if there was anything out here to find. We’d found a couple of bodies amongst the rubble, kept preserved by the extreme cold, but nothing else. Finlay overturned a couple of boulders while Arthur and I moved a large beam, searching for hints underneath. We kept finding corpses, corpses, and more corpses. Nobles and servants alike lay in a stone grave beneath the fallen castle. I located a couple of my council members amongst the stones— Lord Gray, Lady Raelinn. The Circle had been at the palace when it fell inward. I doubted any of them were alive now, and if they had managed to escape, Gabby had probably run them down and killed them.

      “Vara could be anywhere,” Arthur said in an aching way. 

      “She might not be here at all,” I said, though I doubted it. “We won’t return until we find something.”

      “Can’t you feel through your bond if she’s still alive?” Finlay asked.

      “Our bond is weak. We’ve been so far apart for so long, I can’t tell.” Arthur gave a saddened sigh.

      I walked to the east, to where I believed our quarters had been. I shifted through the rubble. I found some of our old clothes, and a couple of books I’d been reading before our wedding.

      Somewhere near the top of the pile, I located our handfasting cord, along with the gold rose I’d given Emma as a wedding present. I pocketed them in my cloak before sifting through the rest of the bricks. I wanted to find Emma’s grimoire, as it had been in her office when the palace collapsed.

      I didn’t locate it. It was probably buried at the bottom. I gave up searching, and sighed as I stood over the remnants. If anyone had survived the collapse of the palace, they’d either suffocated or starved to death in the meantime waiting for help. Dolinska had been flattened over a month ago. There couldn’t be anyone who still remained in this—

      There was a buzzing by my ear, like insect wings, and a soft mewling. Astonishment flooded through me as a tiny faekin levitated out of the stones.

      “Tygrys! You made it out.” I opened my hand, and the malyudwy landed on my palm. He purred as he rubbed himself against my skin.

      “Emma’s going to be thrilled,” Arthur said, peering at Tygrys. “How did you survive?”

      Tygrys gave a little growl before he let out a sneeze. He fluttered his wings impatiently and soared off my hand, doing little circles before he tugged at the edge of my cloak with his teeth.

      “I think he wants us to follow,” Finlay said.

      “Lead the way, Tygrys.” We maneuvered around the wreckage and followed Tygrys. He buzzed ahead, bringing us to a pile of boards lying on the ground. 

      He flew in manic circles, and Finlay said, “Must be something underneath here.”

      Arthur and I moved the boards aside. Below us was the familiar sight of the spiraling staircase that went down into the basement of the palace. It was still standing.

      “The Hall of Wonders,” I marveled. I shifted aside the rest of the rubble and took the stairs downward. Arthur and Finlay followed me. They creaked under our weight, and I worried the whole structure might collapse.

      We finally got to the bottom floor. The door to the Hall of Wonders stood before us. I opened it cautiously, wondering if the magic still worked.

      The Hall of Wonders had been transformed into some kind of shelter. The walls were fortified metal. There was a group of small beds inside, as well as a radio sitting on a nearby table. A group of four people were huddled around a lantern for light. Tygrys zoomed forward, whizzing over their heads, and they all looked up.

      “Vara!” Arthur cried. He rushed forward to embrace his mate, weeping tears of relief. Vara hugged him back, clutching her stomach. She was heavily pregnant now with their twins. 

      “Fin!” Amantha screetched his name as she tore across the length of the hall to throw herself on him. He squeezed her tight and rocked her back and forth, muttering something in Gaelic.

      Jasper rose from his seat, grasping Ozzie’s hand. “About time you showed up.”

      “Yeah!” Ozzie said. “I thought we’d be waiting down here forever.”

      I could hardly believe it. We’d found Vara, Amantha, Ozzie and Jasper, and what was more, all of them were alive. They were filthy, covered in cuts and dried blood with clothes that looked near rags, but they’d survived the collapse.

      “It’s good to see all of you made it,” I said with a sigh of relief. “But how?”

      “When Gabby’s troops infiltrated the city, we knew we’d never get out, so we decided to hide,” Jasper said. “Vara had the idea to go to the Hall of Wonders, and it was a good thing she did. Once Droga destroyed the palace, the Hall turned into a bomb shelter, and the magic that Lady Magdalina used to built it made the illusion real. It protected us from the building caving in.”

      It didn’t get past me that Vara had made the suggestion to hide in the Hall of Wonders. It’s like she knew the attack was coming, but I held my tongue… for now.

      “How did you make it this long?” Finlay asked, squeezing Amantha to his side.

      “We’ve been sneaking out every so often to gather food and water,” Amantha said. 

      “When we came back we put things over the staircase, so no one realized it was there,” Ozzie said. “That was my idea.”

      “Jasper has been using the radio to try and get in contact with someone, or at least to find out what’s going on out there,” Vara said. “The only broadcast we could tune in to was one run by Gabby’s supporters.”

      “I can’t imagine they’ve been saying kind things,” I said sarcastically.

      “No.” Vara shook her head. “The broadcast has been repeating for days that you and Emma are both dead and Gabby’s the last rightful ruler of the Arcanea. We feared they were right and you were all gone.”

      “But we had hope that you weren’t, when she failed to display the bodies,” Jasper added. “It’s the only thing that kept us going.”

      “Did the broadcast say if Droga has undergone the ritual to turn Gabby into a goddess?” I asked.

      We’d been worrying about that for weeks. We had no sort of intelligence anymore. We couldn’t spy on what Gabby or Droga were doing.

      “They didn’t say anything of the sort,” Vara said. “Though that doesn’t mean it hasn’t happened.”

      “Has the broadcast mentioned what they’re planning on doing next?” I asked.

      “We don’t know what he’s up to. Things have been quiet since they took over,” Jasper said.

      “I mean, what is there left to do anymore?” Ozzie said with a shrug. “They won the war. What more do they want?”

      “Droga always wants more,” Vara said, haunted. “He’s just enjoying his time back in the mortal realm after being trapped for so long, ordering fae around and consuming their souls. Once he gets bored, he’ll start conquering again.”

      “Why didn’t you try to escape the city?” Finlay asked.

      “We thought about leaving, but weren’t sure where everyone had gone.” Amantha dropped her gaze. “None of us are strong enough to create portals like the rest of you.”

      “Doesn’t matter now. We’re together, let’s make a portal and go,” Finlay said roughly. He hadn’t removed his arm from around Amantha’s shoulders since we’d gotten here.

      “Portals won’t work inside city walls. Droga’s put a ward around Dolinska to prevent them,” Amantha said. “Another reason why we couldn’t leave. We agreed that it’d be better to wait for a rescue instead of trying to get out of the city ourselves, but so much time passed, and no one showed up…”

      Tears marred her gaze, and guilt sucked me inward. We’d been recovering in Ireland, but the four of them had been barely surviving out here for the past month. Weeks had gone by with no sign of us returning. I wish we’d come sooner, no matter how dangerous it had been.

      “I’m sorry we took so long,” Arthur apologized. “Gabby’s troops surrounded the perimeter of the city until just a few days ago. We weren’t able to break through the line without getting caught.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I always knew you’d come,” Vara insisted, and she kissed Arthur. “You wouldn’t leave me or your babies behind.”

      “We portaled in outside of Dolinska. Looks like we’ll have to make it back to the woods if we want to escape,” I noted.

      Sneaking a group this large out of the city stood a great risk of attracting attention, but what choice did we have? We took the spiraling staircase upward, and returned to the ruined streets. Arthur and Finlay shifted into wolves, boosting their sorceresses onto their backs. Jasper shifted into an alicorn.

      “Gods, I haven’t gotten to stretch my wings in about a month,” Jasper moaned. He let out a groan as his wings unfolded at his sides.

      Ozzie tried to change into a dragon, but couldn’t manage. He stumbled forward and said, “Jas, I’m weak. I haven’t eaten in—”

      “I know. Get on my back,” Jasper ordered. Ozzie pulled himself onto Jasper by use of his mane. I counted quickly and scowled.

      “The rest of you should fly out of the city. It’ll be the quickest way,” I said.

      “We shouldn’t split up now,” Finlay growled.

      “Arthur doesn’t have wings, and I can’t carry him and Vara both,” I said. “We’ll proceed on foot.”

      “Are you sure?” Amantha asked.

      “It’s the only way. We can’t waste precious time arguing about this. Finlay can make a portal once you’re in the woods,” I said. “He knows where to go.”

      Finlay nodded, though reluctantly. He spread his wings and flew Amantha into the air. Jasper and Ozzie followed him into the gray clouds above.

      Arthur turned to me with a low growl. “You have wings now, Ethan. You can go with them,” He was the only fae among us who couldn’t fly, as he hadn’t earned his wings, and his mate wasn’t able to fly herself… she was just too weak.

      I gave a humored smile. “If I come back home without her brother, my wife will have my head. I’ll stay with you.”

      My time as the Phantom gave me expert knowledge of these city streets, even ruined as they were. I could get Arthur and Vara out of here quicker. Tygrys hummed at my side as we proceeded toward the eastern gate.

      We had to pass by the impaled soldiers again if we were to get out of here. My gut grew hollow as their lonely forms loomed above us. Vara gasped as she saw the mounted bodies and turned her sights away.

      “I never left the Hall of Wonders because I was too pregnant to hurry through the streets quickly,” she hushed. “I didn’t think—”

      “Don’t look at them, Vara,” Arthur rumbled. He set his gaze ahead, as if he too could not bear the sight.

      I could see the trees. We could escape, and leave this cursed city behind us. 

      There was a loud noise, and Vara let out a wail of pain behind me. I spun around— a spell had knocked her from Arthur’s back. She clutched at her belly, face twisted in pain.

      “Vara!” Arthur struggled to help her up. I turned in the direction the spell had come from. Black Claw enforcers prowled out of the shadows, black cloaks and skull masks streaked with blood. These streets were ripe for picking sacrifices. 

      Hatred unlike anything I’d felt before erupted inside of me. I wanted to take the anger of losing my city out on the first unlucky bastard that strolled in my path. I’d been waiting for weeks to get such an opportunity, and now that it was presented, my grief became unbound— and uncontrollable.

      I snarled and changed into a wolven. My teeth ripped out the jugular of the first cultist I got my paws on before I plunged my teeth into another. Unseelie spells began flying against the night, but I dodged them all and ripped apart whatever cultist was closest bit by bit.

      Tygrys flew forward, giving a yowl. His magic exploded out of him, and when it hit the nearest cultist, immediately blew him to pieces.

      Vara remained curled on the ground. She clutched her belly and didn’t get up— she was too weak. Arthur gave a vicious snarl, and his form became a dark shadow. His body turned into black smoke as he flew forward, slamming into the cultists one by one. They gave dying gasps as they hit the ground, Arthur’s Unseelie magic stealing their lives the moment his shadowed form made impact. 

      We killed them all. There could be no witnesses left alive. I stood over their corpses, dripping with gore and heaving with bloodlust.

      I felt manic. Nearly like a monster. But this was a small taste of revenge. It wasn’t quite enough.

      “Can you stand?” Arthur had changed back into a man, and went to help Vara.

      “No,” she gasped. “I don’t have the strength.”

      Arthur hefted Vara into his arms. “Ethan, we need to get out of here now.”

      “We’re almost there.” I kept my eyes, ears and nose on the lookout for cultists as we fled through the eastern gate. We hurried through the trees, to create some distance between the city and us before we dared making a portal.

      Arthur and Vara were terrified, but not I. I felt a kind of madness overtake me as my wolf raged inside. Where were Gabby’s soldiers, more cultists, Droga himself?

      As foolish as the thought was, I wanted them to find me. I wanted to kill more— kill them all.

      “Here.” Arthur put Vara down. She slung her arms around his shoulders to keep herself standing as he conjured a portal. The sights of Ireland and the mansion formulated inside.

      I changed back into a man, and opened up my cloak. Tygrys flew inside to hide in one of my pockets as I observed the portal.

      I hesitated to step on through. I wanted to remain here. Go back into the city and see who I could find. Slaughter them. Execute them all.

      “Ethan!” Arthur insisted. He shoved me through. I stumbled through the portal, though not of my own choice, and Arthur followed me with Vara.

      I felt sour once the portal closed behind us. The sound of the rushing sea filled my ears, though it was barely distinguishable from the roaring of rage within my soul.

      I hadn’t realized I was this angry.

      “Vara needs help,” Arthur said roughly. He started toward the estate, and I didn’t have anything else to do, so I followed.

      Jasper, Ozzie and Amantha were gathered around the fireplace in the main foyer. They all had mugs in their hands and hot meals on their laps. They’d be safe, and they’d heal.

      I wasn’t so sure about Vara. She looked deathly pale. Arthur looked at me desperately, wanting help.

      I didn’t know what to do. All I wanted to do was destroy. 

      Stefan came rushing in from the other room. He glanced at Vara, then shouted, “Mom!”

      Miroslava Slasky threw back the doors to the kitchen. She frowned as she placed a hand on Vara’s forehead, then said, “Get her to the bedroom.”

      Arthur carried Vara up to his quarters. He laid her on the bed, and Miroslava began rustling for things in her bag. She placed pills on the wardrobe, and potions. 

      “My babies…” Vara said weakly, head lolling.

      “The babies will be fine,” Miroslava said, though she worked quickly. “Arthur, I need you to remain by her side. She needs rest, and medicine.”

      “What can I do?” I asked.

      “Stay out of the way.” Miroslava’s answer was brusque. I felt cowed. I stepped out of the room, to give her the room she needed to work.

      Stefan was waiting for me outside. “It’s amazing you got everybody back. I thought for sure… well.”

      He shrugged. I leaned against the wall and said, “I thought we’d find them dead, too. Though Vara took them to the Hall of Wonders before the palace collapsed. It’s the only reason they survived.”

      I crossed my arms. “It’s like she knew the assault was coming in advance.”

      Stefan raised an eyebrow. “You really think she’s the traitor, after all this? She’s practically on death’s door.”

      “I can’t be sure. But things just aren’t adding up,” I said. “Regardless, she’s here now, and so are the others. Whether they be enemies or friends, we need to keep both close.”

      “Ethan, you can’t go distrusting the people around you. We’re all each others’ got now,” Stefan scolded.

      “Somebody turned their back on us,” I hissed. “I need to find out who.”

      Stefan stared at me. “I think you just want somebody to take your anger out on,” he said slowly. “And if you want to go a few rounds to get some pent-up aggression out, I’m all for taking this outside and tossing a few punches. But throwing around accusations at a time like this is uncalled for.”

      I huffed. “I don’t want to fight. I want someone to take some godsdamn responsibility for what happened out there.”

      “What are you gonna do? It’s all our fault, if we’re honest,” Stefan pointed out.

      I ground my teeth together. “I’m more responsible than the rest of you.”

      I’d been king, and my disastrous rule had resulted in all of… this.

      “I know you want vengeance, but that isn’t going to mend what’s been done,” Stefan argued. “The only way we can fix the past is by preventing the future.”

      I gave a harsh scoff. “Thanks for being my voice of reason.”

      “I’m always your voice of reason.” Stefan paused. “Which is actually terrible, because I have the worst judgement. No wonder you’re such a fuck up.”

      He meant it in jest, but I didn’t laugh. I hadn’t laughed for days now, not since my wedding. That seemed so long ago now. His face fell when I failed to respond.

      “I have to check on Emma.” She needed me. Though it was past midnight, I could feel through our bond she was awake. I left Stefan behind me and proceeded toward my own quarters, feeling watched by the portraits in this old house.

      I’d thought the ghosts of my past had haunted me. They were tricks of the light compared to the monsters that plagued me now.

      Our room was dark. I failed to turn on a light, and instead navigated the area by the moonlight coming through the window. 

      I sat at the edge of the bed. Emma looked out at me, eyes glossed over. I stared down at my mate. Emma still hadn’t healed from the battle a month ago. She’d sustained three broken ribs, a cracked hip bone, not to mention several bruised organs. My mate had been on bedrest for most of the month, as ordered by Miroslava, though I worried she wasn’t getting any better, but worse. Not even healing potions were working to mend her body.

      “Did you find them?” Emma rasped. I could tell by her voice she was in a great deal of pain.

      “Everyone’s back. They survived.” I went to move her hair out of her eyes, but she cringed at my touch. Even my fingers against her skin was too much pain for her to bear. The very act of being touched was torturous to her.

      “Good.” Emma grimaced and shifted on the bed. The rustling in my cloak became frantic.

      “Someone’s excited to see you.” I opened up my cloak. There was a thrilled humming as Tygrys flew out of it.

      “Tygrys!” Emma’s expression was delighted. She stroked his fur with one finger as Tygrys cuddled up to her cheek.

      “Found him in the wreckage. It’s a miracle he got out,” I said.

      “Oh, I thought he was dead.” Tears rose in her eyes, and she kissed his tiny form. “Thank you for bringing him back.”

      “Of course.”

      Tygrys nestled in her hair, and Emma’s eyelids fluttered. She gave another wince of pain. “I wish I could sleep.”

      “This will help.”

      I placed two fingers on her temple and drew them down her eyelids. She immediately was out of it. I watched her carefully as her chest rose and fell, though her nose still scrunched in pain, even deep within her dreams.

      I’d been having to bewitch her to sleep every night. She just couldn’t get any rest.

      She felt guilty. And responsible. I was past the point of blaming her for it, more so myself. I just wanted her to get better. She hadn’t cast a single spell since she’d been here. She hadn’t been able to, though she’d tried.

      Emma needed time to rest, and that was time she didn’t have as the Worldweaver. The Crystals of Harmony needed to be united in a year’s time, otherwise, the portal to Edinmyre would close and the fae would turn to dust. She couldn’t afford to take time off.

      But seeing her like this… she couldn’t fight even if she wanted to. We couldn’t spend our time searching Malovia for the Unseelie stone if she could barely make it out of this bed. She’d barely left this room in weeks, sustaining herself on broth that she choked up the moment she got it down.

      Part of me wondered if we would have to do this without her, and I knew that wouldn’t work. This was dependent on her, but Emma had never been at a weaker point.

      “I wish I could just take you away from all of this,” I whispered. I’d never felt like a bigger failure as a husband, and we hadn’t been married that long. So much for newlywed bliss.

      Droga was looking for her, and though he hadn’t found her yet, I wasn’t certain the estate would remain safe forever. Once Droga located Emma, he’d send his minions and his armies to retrieve her.

      They can come. I’ll enjoy mutilating every last one.

      I failed to curl away from the cruel voice within. It was eerily similar to the leshane’s during my time of possession, but I knew the person who was speaking to be no demon.

      It was the beast inside. The part of me that festered for some sort of justice, and a way to make this right.

      I thought the only way to do so was to make our enemies pay with blood. 

      And I thirsted for it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          EMMA

        

      

    

    
      Dying couldn’t be as painful as this.

      There wasn’t a part of me that didn’t ache. The strands of my muscles felt like they were being pulled apart bit by bit whether I was moving or not, mashed and crushed underneath my own weight. I constantly checked the mirror for bruises, but saw nothing, though I was certain that if my body was to show what I felt like, every part of me would be purple and yellow.

      My broken ribs and cracked femur sent quaking jolts of agony through my body whenever I took a step. My skin was sensitive to every shift of my clothes. It nearly felt like I was being scratched whenever the cloth drew across it. When I inhaled to breathe, each gasp of air felt like fire pouring down into my lungs. The feeling was constant, a mixture of someone beating you up with a baseball bat and stabbing you, everywhere and in all places, all at the same time.

      Even the follicles of my hair hurt. My scalp tingled and twinged, like I had a variety of needles sticking into it and drawing blood across the surface.

      I’d never been in more pain. I was used to flare-ups… with my illness, they weren’t unusual. But this one had already lasted more than a month. I hadn’t dealt with such immense pain for such a long time before. I’d put up with this kind of pain, at most, for a week or so.

      This seemed like endless torture, and there was no escape. The pain was all I could think about. It consumed my every thought and followed me even in my sleep, where I’d have dreams about it. The agony made me delirious and left me broken into pieces, someone who wasn’t even a person, but a nameless thing that was deliriously hanging on to life.

      I knew pain. I recognized it, and dealt with it every day.

      But this wasn’t any regular pain… it wasn’t living at all.

      I had the thought one too many times that if I had a poison I’d drink it, just to put myself out of my misery, and it frightened me.

      It was sometime in the afternoon. Ethan had gotten up a while ago, though he hadn’t left my side until I’d begged him to go. Being in pain was hard, but having someone watch you suffer was humiliating, especially when it was someone you loved. It was easier to be alone than it was to look at the sympathy in someone else’s eyes as they realized they could do nothing for you. I felt obligated to pull myself together instead of fall apart when I had my loved ones around me, and there was nothing to pull together, which only made it that much more unbearable.

      I had a goal today. Walk to the end of the hallway and back. It seemed like a tremendous task, but I’d made it halfway there yesterday, so I was determined to beat that goal today.

      As I prepared to swing my legs out of bed, thoughts downpoured over me. What if I can’t make it? What if I fall? Shit, what if I faint and hit my head on something? What if I fall down the stairs and break my neck? What if…

      Weeks ago, I’d been one of the fiercest warriors the fae had ever known. I’d been able to summon monsters to my command, overpower the minds of other fae, and cast incredible magic as I swung my sword and eliminated my foes.

      Now, I was terrified to walk around my own house. I didn’t think I could perform a powerful spell no matter how hard I tried.

      I forced myself to sit up, and let out a cry of pain as I did so. The room spun. I reached for the bucket Ethan had left by my bedside and heaved into it, but nothing came up.

      I must’ve done something to deserve this. I'd offended the gods, in a past life or otherwise, to earn this pain. There was no other explanation.

      Tygrys, who’d been sleeping on the pillow beside me, flew up and anxiously pulled a few strands of hair out of my eyes. He yanked too hard, and ended up tumbling onto the mattress.

      I opened the side table drawer and rummaged through it for my pills. I choked down some morphine, along with a sip of water.

      The morphine was nearly like taking candy. It made me functional, but didn’t relieve the pain, only dulled it.

      But at least with it, I could pretend like I wanted to survive.

      Miroslava, along with her husband, Jonathan, had relocated to the estate to help us out. Miroslava had been obtaining my medicine by getting help from doctor friends she knew, but everything I needed had to be smuggled, as we couldn’t risk Droga catching wind of where I was. She was putting her medical license on the line for me, and I felt as grateful as I did guilty.

      I wanted to recover. I hoped my medicine would help me do that, but it’d failed to provide a miracle cure.

      I’d really messed my body up this time. I’d pushed myself too hard when we’d fought Gabby, and I’d been paying for it ever since.

      My legs wobbled and felt like water underneath me as I forced myself to stand. The world rocked like I was on a boat, but I remained conscious, so I took it as a good sign. I shuffled forward and put a hand on the wall to steady myself.

      To think that I’d been chosen to be an Olympic athlete, and now, I was this. I couldn’t reconcile the two. It was like that girl before was a stranger. I couldn’t remember the gravity-defying jumps I’d performed once upon a time.

      To be honest, I couldn’t remember a time when I didn’t feel like a walking corpse. Existing itself was tormenting. It erased all thought of who I’d been and who I was. I didn’t have an identity when I was like this. I was reduced to a life form that was less than animal, my only thought being when this might possibly end.

      I hobbled like an old lady down the hallway. I was held captive upstairs— I didn’t think I could make it back up here if I made it down to the first floor, so I was too afraid to try. Tygrys coaxed me onward, bobbling ahead of me like a coach training a world-class runner.

      Ethan brought me food, or at least, he tried. I could take down water, and that was it. Even my grandmother’s delicious food couldn’t touch my lips without sending me into nausea.

      I’d spent most of my time here lying in bed, slipping in and out of it. I was so exhausted that I was hardly ever coherent, but when night came, my anxiety kept me awake. I stayed up worrying about what would happen if Droga found me, and what he would do after he captured me...

      The room blacked out for a moment, and my knees buckled, but I managed to stay on my feet. Good. I was proud of myself.

      I heard a cute little snuffling noise ahead. Tygrys grumbled, and my eyes flashed up. There was some sort of creature. It walked on two legs, and was covered in a mess of long brown fur, with big green eyes and cute, soft paws. It looked kind of like a sloth.

      When the creature heard me take a step, its big brown eyes widened at me. It tottered out of the way before it began wiping off a window with a little towel.

      Such a strange creature. I didn’t know what it was, but it seemed harmless— and very intent on getting a smudge off the window. Maybe my grandmother had summoned it to clean. I moved past it and then slipped into the library.

      The library at the estate was beautiful, as most libraries were. It had grand, open windows with seats that overlooked the ocean. It had a lot of natural lighting, and the shelves were painted white. There was a fireplace in the middle of the room, and lots of cozy armchairs to read in.

      I collapsed into the nearest armchair. I flicked my fingers to try and summon a book from the shelves, but nothing happened. I sighed. Tygrys hovered the book off the shelf with his magic and set it in front of me.

      I couldn’t use my powers whatsoever. I hadn’t cast a single spell since I’d arrived at the mansion.

      I mean, it made sense. If I couldn’t remain standing long enough to go downstairs, no way would I be able to perform a spell. I just had to wait to get better so I could use my magic again.

      I feared terribly that I’d never get better. That very idea made me want to throw myself off the nearby cliffs and into the raging sea. I couldn’t live the rest of my life reduced to a shadow of who I’d been before.

      Tygrys perched on my shoulder as I turned pages aimlessly. The words on the page were written in English, but I couldn’t comprehend them. Might as well be written in a language I didn’t know.

      Tears beaded my eyes as I thought of the powerful queen I had been before, and what I’d been reduced to now. Encaptured by these memories, under my breath, I began humming the words of the Malovian National Anthem.

      
        
        “From a place there far beyond

        We defend this glorious land

        For our children and our people

        For our country we will stand.

      

        

      
        We raise up our sword and shield

        We seek war within our mind

        Victory be ours and conquering shall be mine!

      

        

      
        All shall bow their head and pledge allegiance to the king and queen,

        In every nation round the world shall our glory be seen,

        All people before us will surely fall down to their knees.

      

        

      
        From a place there far beyond

        We defend this glorious land

        For our children and our people

        For our country we will stand,

      

        

      
        From a place there far beyond

        We find our bravery in this song

        Emerging from the pale

        A battle dawns.”

      

      

      A tear slipped down my cheek as I mumbled the words. The anthem was so powerful and strong. It was everything I felt like I wasn’t, and could never be again.

      There was a click as the door opened, and I hastily wiped my tears away. Odette, Kiara, and Delmare stepped in. Odette was holding a cup of coffee, while Delmare had come to return a book. Kiara was following them, though she didn’t seem to have a reason to be here.

      Odette said something. I recognized her voice, but didn’t truly hear her words.

      Whenever someone spoke to me now, there was always static. A buzzing accompanied their words that made everything so hard to understand.

      “Sorry, can you repeat that?” I felt stupid. I didn’t comprehend what she’d said. I set the book aside and looked up at her.

      Odette clutched her coffee mug, and her fingers turned white. In a small voice, Odette said, “I hate you.”

      “What?” I blinked. I must’ve misheard again.

      “She doesn’t mean that,” Delmare rushed to say, giving a harsh glance at Odette.

      I hadn’t spoken much to my friends since we’d gotten here. I’d spent so much time in recovery I didn’t have much energy left for conversation. “I don’t—”

      “This is all your fault!” Odette stamped her foot. “We shouldn’t be here. Not in this country, not in this place— Dolinska is gone, and you ruined it, Emma!”

      “She’s just upset,” Kiara added. “We hadn’t seen pictures of what was left of the city yet, but they were on the supernatural news today, and—”

      So they’d been confronted with the terrible truth. Here in Ireland, so far away from Malovia, they could continue to pretend that the news they’d been given was all a bad dream. Confronted with footage of what the city looked like, they were no longer able to ignore reality.

      My mouth flattened. “I’m sorry. I knew you’d have to see it someday.”

      “It never should’ve happened at all,” Odette hissed. “I’m so furious that you allowed Gabby to take your blood and raise Droga from the dead!”

      She wasn’t the only one. I was pissed off about how dumb I’d been and how my reckless decisions had destroyed lives.

      “It wasn’t like I had a choice,” I growled.

      “Bullshit. You knew it was going to happen! You had forewarning, and a prophecy, but you did what you wanted anyway!” Odette snapped.

      “Did what I wanted?” I repeated. “Nothing that went down that day was easy!”

      “You could’ve made it easy if you’d just stayed behind, like we told you!” Tears were brimming in Odette’s eyes now. “We were so devoted to you and were willing to do everything to make sure you didn’t put yourself in danger, but you didn’t care about that. You didn’t think about your friends, only what you felt like you had to do.”

      “Guys,” Delmare said, trying to break us up, but her cry fell flat. In her tone, I noticed something.

      Deep sadness. A part of her, even small, blamed me for what I’d done, just like Odette did.

      “I was a queen. I made a decision that I felt was best for my nation,” I said, seething. Accompanied by the pain now was anger, and it was so overwhelming it wanted to burst out of me and consume everything in this room.

      “If you hadn’t snuck off, Droga wouldn’t have destroyed Dolinska! Lady Magdalina would still be alive!” Odette cried.

      A pang ran through me at the mention of her name.

      Her face… I couldn’t get it out of my head.

      “You think I don’t know that?” I screamed. “Don’t you think I’ve paid for what I’ve done?”

      “Girls—” Kiara said, attempting to calm us.

      “Fuck you, Emma!” Odette threw the cup at me, and it shattered against the wall next to my armchair. She slammed the door as she ran out.

      I wanted to follow her, but there was no way in hell I was getting my ass out of this chair. It’d taken me all morning to prepare for the journey down here, so it’d take all afternoon to get back to my quarters. I leaned forward over my knees and huffed, pissed off I couldn’t do so much as storm out. I had no control over my body or how I felt.

      Then I knew. I wasn’t angry at my body for feeling this way.

      No. I was grieving. For Lady Magdalina, for Dolinska… but most of all, for the person I had been. For that once noble queen was dead, and there was no bringing her back. Gabby might as well have killed me. It would’ve been more merciful than this fate.

      “It’s not your fault,” Delmare said. She went to lay a hand on my shoulder, before she drew it away.

      “But it is. I’m the reason this happened,” I said miserably.

      “We’re all upset about Dolinska, but being sad over it won’t change the fact that it’s gone now,” Delmare insisted. “We can rebuild it after we defeat Droga.”

      I gave a skeptical noise. “You’re acting like it’s a sure thing.”

      “One more Crystal left to find. That’s what we promised,” Delmare reminded me. “We can’t lose faith now.”

      I forced my feelings to shut off. The more upset I got, the worse the pain became. It was easier to keep myself flat and emotionless, otherwise, the pain would become so white-hot and blinding that I’d lose my mind.

      “You’re right.” I gave a deep sigh. “I hope she can forgive me. I sure as hell can’t.”

      “She’ll apologize once she gets her feelings out. That footage wasn’t… easy for any of us to watch.” Delmare’s voice was heavy.

      Kiara didn’t say a thing. I think she’d followed Odette in here because she knew what was going to happen, and wanted to run interference, though her words had died against Odette’s anger.

      “Did you find out what happened to Siona?” I asked. We hadn’t been able to locate Kiara’s sister since the collapse of Dolinska, and I was worried about her.

      “I actually got in contact with my parents. She was one of the few people who made it out. She’s living with them in the griffin village, but her store is gone. She lost everything,” Kiara said sadly.

      Enchanting Whispers had been one of my favorite stores in Dolinska. I knew the shop had been Siona’s life. “I’m so sorry.”

      “She survived. She knows she’s lucky for that alone.”

      Kiara nibbled on her lip. “I should find Odette. She needs someone to talk to right now.”

      Kiara dipped out. Delmare dropped a hand to her pregnant belly and rubbed the top of it.

      “Not long now,” I told her as she took a seat across from me.

      “No.” Delmare stared out the window. “I wish it wasn’t so soon. We need more time. This world isn’t safe for my child.”

      “I don’t think it ever was safe, for any child,” I stated. “But the estate is protected. Droga hasn’t found us yet, and he would’ve by now if he had any idea where we’d gone. As long as your baby stays here, they’ll be okay.”

      Delmare nodded. “That’s what I’m counting on.”

      The door swung open again. I cringed, thinking it was Odette coming back to give me another piece of her mind, but it was only my grandparents, accompanied by my brother and Lord Lucien.

      “Would the lot of you mind keeping it down?” Babcia said crossly. “This is a home, not a boxing ring.”

      “Sorry,” I said sheepishly. My brother took a seat across from me, and I asked, “How’s Vara?”

      “Much better, now that she’s got some food and medicine in her. She should be fine in a few days,” Arthur told me.

      That was a huge relief. Puck the dog wandered in, laying his head on my lap. I gave him a few pats on the head before he laid down at my feet.

      Bapa was carrying a tray. He sat it on the coffee table in front of me and said, “Thought some tea might help your stomach.”

      “Thank you.” I sat forward, and took a cup and a saucer. Bapa poured me some tea, and I set it aside to let the leaves stew.

      Lucien gave me a smile. “It’s nice to see that you’re up and around.”

      “In a way.” I hadn’t left my room in days. I knew my father was worried about me.

      “Things have been busy here.” Lucien poured himself some tea. “Sheep tore through the fence just yesterday. I had to replace it for the second time this winter.”

      The estate was a working farm. Babcia and Bapa had hired farm hands to tend to the animals in their absence, but had let them all go once we’d gone into hiding, as we didn’t want some servant running off and telling everyone where we were. That meant the share of the farm chores fell to all of us.

      It was a good thing. We needed a distraction. We’d promised to go searching for the Unseelie stone, but to be honest, with me out of commission and things being what they were, we’d all been too depressed to start looking for them, even while on a deadline. The various farm creatures around the property had given my friends something to do in the meantime.

      “I have to say, none of you would make very good farmers,” Bapa grumbled.

      Lucien gave a chuckle, and I realized now how similar their accents and mannerisms were. They sat in the same way, moved in similar ways, even had similar expressions.

      How hadn’t I figured out Lucien was my father? I should’ve known the moment I met Bapa. I just hadn’t put two and two together.

      “Yes. Stefan nearly smothered himself with wool trying to pick up that ram. And just this morning, Ethan fell on his face trying to wrangle the cows into the pasture.” Delmare laughed.

      A noise burst up from my belly and out my throat. I didn’t recognize it, because it wasn’t familiar, until I realized what Delmare had said was funny. It was the first time I’d laughed since… well.

      But it was funny. The thought of my dignified mate clumsily clomping through the muck after a herd of bovines only to go splat in the mud was hilarious. It made me crack a smile, though it didn’t last.

      Lucien chuckled. “I daresay your mate didn’t find it as funny as the rest of us did.”

      “Speaking of the cows, we should leave out some cream for Bumble,” Babcia added. “The good stuff, from the best cow.”

      “Bumble? Is that the funny creature in the hallway?” I asked. “It was some big brown furry thing.”

      “Oh, yes, that’s our brownie. He’s taken care of this estate for ages,” Babcia said.

      Brownies were a type of faekin. They were obsessed with cleaning things, and usually bound themselves to one family for generations. But I didn’t think they still existed.

      “I thought brownies were extinct. Didn’t they disappear after the Seelie and Unseelie war?” I asked.

      “When the Unseelie left Malovia and went into hiding, they took many of the other faekin with them, including brownies, and others,” Babcia explained.

      “Bumble keeps the house tidy, and helps with the cooking and laundry,” Bapa said. “He kept things up while we were living in Malovia.”

      “You mean there are other faekin here in Ireland?” Delmare asked in surprise.

      “And Scotland,” Bapa replied. “The Unseelie were worried the Seelie would try to exterminate the other faekin like they had the dark fae, so we hid them in Celtic lands— brownies, sidhe, and many other types of faekin.”

      Ethan had told me long ago that no fae knew if our distant relatives— the brownies, and other faeries— had survived the Seelie and Unseelie conflict, and no one knew if they still existed. That they were indeed still alive gave me a tiny bit of hope that the world could get better, for as terrible as it seemed right now.

      “Bumble is a gentle soul. We pay him in milk and honey. Brownies are usually loyal to one family their whole lives, and being immortal, that is quite a long time.” Babcia sipped at her tea. “Though they remain at the houses they clean out of their own free will. If you put them out of sorts, they leave. We make sure not to cross Bumble. He does this own thing, and we do ours. Giving orders to a brownie is a sure way to find your china rearranged.”

      “Or broken,” Bapa added with a huff.

      “What about the sidhe?” I asked. “You said that the Unseelie brought them here, but what are they, exactly? Ethan told me once that they were fairies of the underground, but failed to say more.”

      “The sidhe are descendents of the Seven Gods themselves,” Bapa explained. “They’re a noble race of great beauty and power.”

      “Aren’t the sidhe technically demigods?” Arthur asked.

      “Yes. Sidhe is the fae word for demigod,” Babcia said.

      I’d rarely heard about demigods. We’d touched on them as a topic at Arcanea University, but demigods were rumored to be extraordinarily rare, so we hadn’t covered it much. “Demigods don’t have to be descended from an actual god, right? One can be created by two powerful supernaturals.”

      “That is true, but the sidhe are different, as they directly have god-blood and are born of one of our goddesses, being Milonna, Neva, or Vesna,” Babcia replied. “The sidhe have a goddess mother and a mortal father, but they still identify as demigods.”

      “But demigods aren’t limited to the fae,” I said.

      “From what I know, demigods can be from any supernatural race, but to be a sidhe, you must have fae-goddess heritage. And the sidhe are more powerful than any fae alive. Even you, Emma,” Bapa said around his pipe.

      “I can’t even imagine,” Delmare said. “More powerful than Emma? The sidhe’s power must be legendary.”

      “Are there sidhe in Ireland or Scotland?” I asked.

      “They’re rumored to be,” Bapa said. “We Unseelie hid them centuries ago, but who knows if there are any still around. They’re not known to be immortal.”

      “It is said that the sidhe hide in the fairy-forts around Ireland and Scotland. That’s why they’re called fairies of the underground, because they live beneath the mounds scattered across traditionally Celtic regions. Yet your Bapa and I have searched them, and we’ve come across nothing.” Babcia scowled as she set down her tea.

      Her words prompted bitterness inside of me. I hadn’t asked them the question yet, but the burning inside my chest told me I couldn’t avoid it any longer. I clutched onto my teacup and averted my eyes as I asked, “Why did you leave Malovia when I was crowned queen? I needed you.”

      It felt like my entire family had done that to me all my life… my mother, my father… now my grandparents. I’d been abandoned by all of them. I wanted to know why.

      Babcia frowned. “We’re sorry, Emma. We didn’t wish to leave you, but we had… obligations.”

      “Obligations to what?” I snapped.

      “To your prophecy,” Bapa replied simply. “What else would we travel for?”

      I paused, and Babcia went on. “We knew that you were on a mission to unite the Crystals of Harmony, but once you had them, what were you to do with them? Your quest was to bring them together to open up the portal to Edinmyre, but where and how would you do such a thing?”

      I was aghast. I’d never even thought of that. I don’t know what I was thinking… that we’d get the Crystals and everything would magically be all right?

      How silly. I should’ve realized there’d be a ceremony to open up the portal. Everything else in the fae world required one.

      “Did you find out anything?” I asked. Puck was drooling on my socks— I moved my toes out of the way, and he gave a bark.

      “Indeed,” Bapa replied. “As you know, we’ve been here for several months. We’ve spent our time in Ireland looking into any bit of information we could get about the Crystals of Harmony. Through our research, we’ve concluded that the Crystals must be united at the Sacred Gathering. That is the original portal to Edinmyre, and where the Crystals were first formed by the gods.”

      “How’d you find out about this?” Arthur’s eyes narrowed as he adjusted his glasses.

      “We figured if anyone had information about the druids, it would be the Unseelie. The library here is very old,” Babcia said. “Dumncha de Rosanna was one of the first Unseelie manors in Ireland. It’s been passed down through our family for generations.”

      “It was also a refuge for druids when they were alive. You see, the druids didn’t write down their history. Most everything they taught was passed down orally, but we were lucky enough to have Unseelie historians write down what they’d learned from the dryca through the ages,” Bapa said. “We figured somewhere in this library there had to be knowledge of the Crystals of Harmony.”

      “But even with the two of you, how’d you manage to find the right information? There have to be hundreds of dryca scrolls and books here,” Arthur said.

      “You forget that I was here with them, hiding out for many months while faking my own death,” Lucien said. “I devoted a lot of time to going through the dryca records. What I found was… extraordinary.”

      Lucien went to a nearby shelf. He pulled out a tome that appeared very old. He sat back down and opened it up on the coffee table, rifling through the weathered parchment pages. The words were fading— they’d been inscribed with a quill and ink, and were written in a language I didn’t know.

      “This is a transcription of how the Crystals of Harmony were made,” Lucien said as he turned the book toward me. “The gods put some of their power into the stones, then gave them to the fae so they’d have the ability to travel back and forth from Edinmyre to Earth. The druids were in charge of the stones, until Tomir scattered them once the Seelie and Unseelie conflict came to a head many years ago.”

      “That’s when the portal to Edinmyre was shut. The gods didn’t agree with the war between the fae, so they cut off our connection to our homeland completely. The fae should’ve died right then, when they could no longer go back and forth,” Arthur said.

      “But Neva, the goddess of time, put a time loop on Edinmyre so that didn’t happen. That’s why time passes differently in Edinmyre than Earth, because it doesn’t really move forward or backward. Days come and go, but the year remains the same, and that’s why fae are still able to draw their magic from Edinmyre today,” I stated.

      “That’s about to come to an end. If the portal isn’t opened in time, a thousand years will pass in the blink of an eye, severing the connection between Edinmyre and Earth forever,” Delmare said. “Then the fae living here on Earth will all die at once. That’s what Milonna told us.”

      “Very good. All of you have done your research,” Lucien said. “At the Sacred Gathering is the original portal to Edinmyre, and it’s there the connection has to be re-forged by Emma. The record that this historian left insists that the Crystals may only be united at the place where they were first created, and that would be the Gathering itself.”

      “Do you have any information on the ceremony to reopen the portal?” I asked.

      Lucien sighed. “Unfortunately, that information was sealed in a different scroll. We managed to locate it, but it won’t be easy to obtain. The scroll is actually locked up in the Darragh College archives.”

      Darragh College was one of Ireland’s oldest universities, but it was also an institution for humans. “How do you know it’s there?”

      “During my research, I found that the historian who left this document behind also wrote another scroll pertaining to the Crystals of Harmony, but the only living copy came into the acquisition of a professor many years ago. Before he died, he donated his existing library to the college,” Lucien said.

      “Do humans have a lot of supernatural items in their hands?” I asked.

      “More than we think. Darragh College actually has loads of fae historical items, though they’re regarded as medieval lore. Humans have no idea they’re in possession of magical artifacts,” Arthur said.

      “Good thing, too. They can’t use them against us if they have no idea what they are,” Delmare said.

      Lucien sighed. “We offered the university a generous donation for the scroll, but as it is a thousand-year old document, and therefore priceless, they refused to part with it.”

      “Which means we’re going to have to be sneaky fae and steal it,” I stated flatly.

      “Precisely,” Lucien replied. “There is no other way.”

      Excitement stirred within me for the first time since we’d found the Seelie stone. If we could get into those archives, we could learn the ceremony to unite the Crystals. Then, once we found the Unseelie stone, we could go to the Sacred Gathering and reopen the portal. Only then this nightmare could end.

      It sounded so simple. I feared it was going to be anything but. If there was one thing I knew about fae history, it was always more complicated than it appeared at first glance.

      “So how do we plan on stealing the scroll?” I asked. “It won’t be easy getting into those archives.”

      Lucien smiled. “Do not worry, my child. I already have a plan in place.”

      Gods, I hoped so. I needed the help, because all my energy went to my health these days. I knew I was out of ideas.

      I spent most of that night tossing and turning. The pain coursing through my body was so fierce that I couldn’t sleep, not in any position.

      Ethan was still up, talking with Lord Lucien. I wanted him at my side, and at the same time, I didn’t want him to see me like this.

      The burning sensation spreading through my muscles and bones was so terrible that it brought tears to my eyes. I managed to cast a halfway decent silencing spell around the room before I rolled onto my stomach, buried my face in a pillow and screamed as loud as I could. It wasn’t a scream like any I’d ever heard before. It was rattling, and came from a tortured woman… someone who pleaded with death to take her. As I sobbed into the pillow, Tygrys gave concerned whines above me, shoving his nose into my hair and making sad little mews.

      I couldn’t take this anymore. I’d rather die than feel like this. I raised my head off the soaked pillow as my mind desperately searched for a solution. Any solution.

      My mind grasped at the Crystals of Harmony. They had healing abilities. Delmare had used the dragon stone to restore Stefan’s heart, and bring him back to life after he was near certain death.

      But she’d had to stab him in order to do so— in the heart, no less. I had decided not to use the Crystals to try and heal my own disability, because using one of the Crystals to take my life, in the hope that it’d end up healing me instead, was too great a risk.

      That was then, and this was now. I was desperate. I closed my eyes and willed myself as hard as I could to get to Edinmyre, transporting my spirit to my hearthfire there.

      I found myself standing in the living room of my cottage in moments. I felt relief— here, my spirit didn’t feel the pain that my body did, so I got a bit of a reprieve.

      I’d be in agony once the meditation ended, though, and I swore that I wasn’t going back to that. I’d either be dead, or I’d be healed. I couldn’t take being sick any longer.

      I hurried to the armory. I flung open the door, and reached for the dagger that held the dragon stone that was mounted on the wall. I snatched it, then placed the tip of the blade against my chest.

      I took a few steadying breaths. All I had to do was push the blade into my heart, then rip it out, like I’d seen Delmare do to Stefan. It would hurt, but not as badly and not as long as the endless torture my disease provided.

      I’d get it over with quickly, and then, I’d be all better. Or, I’d be dead.

      At least I had tried.

      I began to push it in, until I heard someone utter, “Put down the blade, onawilke.”

      Ethan was standing in the doorway of the armory, in his wolf form. His ears were perked up, and his dark eyes bore into me. He appeared calm, although nothing about this situation was okay.

      “How did you know I was here?” I rasped out. I was pissed he'd interrupted me.

      “I could not wake you from your sleep, and realized you had to be meditating. I sensed something was wrong,” Ethan said. “I understand what you’re feeling is unbearable, but this is not the way.”

      “You don’t know what it’s like to live like this! None of you do!” I yelled. “If I have to bargain with my existence to get a chance of having a normal life, then it’s worth it!”

      “It’s not,” Ethan insisted. “You don’t know what that Crystal will do. Their power is unpredictable. It could kill you as easily as it could heal you.”

      “How is this any different than me trying an experimental treatment or surgery?” I snapped back. I didn’t want to listen to him. I just wanted a way out.

      “Because that’s not what you would decide. It’s not what you want for yourself,” Ethan said. “You’ve told me time and again that you can live with this disease. That it doesn’t define who  you are.”

      “Well, I can’t live with it anymore!” I shouted. “If I can’t get better, I want it to be over with! I’m no use to anyone this way!”

      “I don’t need you to be useful to me. I need you to love me, and that means you need to stop this,” Ethan pleaded. “What will happen if you use that blade on your spirit here, in the astral realm, and your body remains on Earth? It could be cataclysmic.”

      “Then I’ll take the dagger back to Earth and use it there,” I said firmly.

      “No, you won’t,” Ethan said, and he crouched down as he prowled forward. “We’ll find another way.”

      “There is no other way,” I said weakly. But already, my resolve was failing. I couldn’t do this while Ethan watched. The dagger slipped out of my hand and clattered onto the floor as I let my arm drop. I sank to my knees, and Ethan rushed forward to catch me.

      I wasn’t sure if there’d ever be a cure, or a way out of this pain. I couldn’t resist it, fight it, or end it.

      All I could do was find a way to endure it.

      Losing all hope, I collapsed into Ethan and wept.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          ETHAN

        

      

    

    
      “Emma, you can’t go.”

      We were preparing to set off for Darragh College. I planned to take a small group with me, in order to locate the archives and find the document that would unveil the ceremony Emma needed to perform in order to unite the Crystals.

      My wife was insistent upon coming, even though she could barely stand.

      “This is my duty. I refuse to let you go alone.” She stood from our bed, but wobbled as she fell back upon it. I could see the semblance of pain written across her features.

      “How do you expect to help us search when you’re too weak to travel across the room, let alone through a portal to another part of the country?” I crossed my arms. “I understand your pride, but it needs to be set aside.”

      She sighed and gave in. “You’re right. I’ll just slow you up.”

      “It won’t always be that way,” I said. “Stay here and keep recovering your strength. Once we have the documents, we’ll return here immediately.”

      “It shouldn’t take long,” Emma mumbled under her breath. “Arthur will be able to find them quickly.”

      I immediately balked. “I can’t take Arthur. We don’t know if we can trust him.”

      More appropriately, I wasn’t sure we could trust Vara.

      But Emma gave me a glare. “You’re going to need Arthur’s expertise in fae lore and history. He’s the best chance we have of locating those documents.”

      “We have Kiara. She’s a good researcher,” I objected.

      “It’s better if we have two scholars than one. The archives at Darragh College are huge. They’ll take time to search through,” Emma insisted.

      “I need to be sure I can trust him!”

      “Ssh,” she insisted, casting a look at the door. She dropped her voice before she said, “This is important. Arthur is the best chance you’ve got of finding the scrolls quickly, before you get caught.”

      “If you insist upon him coming, then we need to acknowledge the obvious,” I said dryly. “I have to confront Arthur about Vara’s strange behavior.”

      “You can’t piss him off now,” Emma said in exasperation.

      “Watch me.” I stormed out of the room. I heard Emma shuffle behind me, doing her best to follow. I immediately headed to the library, where I knew Arthur would be.

      He was there, reading by candlelight. And speak of the devil, Vara was there with him. She looked up when I entered. Her expression paled, as if she could read on my face what this was about.

      Already caught in the act. How could she deny it? She looked so guilty.

      “I must speak with the two of you,” I said. I forgoed sitting, choosing to take a wide stance in front of their table.

      “What about?” Arthur looked tired. He removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. Vara remained quiet and shifted in her seat.

      “We know there’s a traitor in our midst,” I began. “Someone who has been ferrying information back to Gabby for months now.”

      “Did you find out who it was?” Arthur sat forward, looking interested.

      The innocence upon his face was clear. So he had no idea. How cunning Vara had to be, to keep this hidden from her mate.

      “I’ve known for months, but I’ve failed to comment,” I said through clenched teeth. “I can hold back no longer. The betrayer is none other than your mate.”

      Vara’s mouth dropped open in shock. I expected Arthur to pale, to realize the facts.

      But instead, his face turned red as he jumped up from his seat.

      “Are you serious?” he questioned. “How dare you—”

      “I have evidence,” I seethed. “Vara became Emma’s handmaiden almost immediately after we were crowned. She had access to Kiara’s room, where she planted the doll that nearly killed her. She could get into Emma’s office, where she destroyed her hearthfire and left my wife weak, at the exact time Gabby needed her to be,” I spat. “She saved the others by leading them to the Hall of Wonders, but how would she know what to do and where to go unless she already knew the attack was coming?”

      “Those are merely suspicions. They are not proof,” Arthur raged.

      “Then why did she seem so confident when she sailed to the Spring Princess’ island?” I accused. “She acted like she knew the Spring Princess personally. She was far too confident on our journey to achieve the Seelie stone.”

      “And how does that have anything to do with Gabby?” Arthur asked, throwing a hand out.

      “I haven’t figured it out yet,” I said lowly.

      Arthur let out a cruel laugh. “Because you’re a dullard. One who apparently loves spewing out false accusations before getting his facts straight.”

      Arthur was blinded by loyalty to his mate, as I expected him to be. It was a fool’s hope to expect him to see the light.

      I instead turned on Vara, placing my hands on the table and leaning in to sneer. “What did Gabby promise you, in exchange for betraying us? Safety for your children? To not take your mate’s life once she won the war? I demand an answer!”

      Vara said nothing, but her lip quivered as I towered over her. Arthur’s hand was rough on my chest as he shoved me back. He came around the table and stood between Vara and I. “My mate is pregnant. I won’t have you upsetting her like this.”

      He was quite a bit shorter than me, but his push had been rough. He was giving me a warming.

      There was a creaking sound behind us as the door opened. Emma had finally caught up. She leaned against the doorframe as she said, “Arthur, I’m sorry. He’s not being rational.”

      “You’re supposed to be taking my side,” I raged. “How can you defend him when the answer is so blatantly staring you in the face?”

      “This is an absolute mockery. If Vara was working against you, I would be as well. By accusing my mate, you accuse me,” Arthur hissed.

      “And how do I know that you aren’t?” I snapped. “You have children and a mate to protect. Forgive me if I think you might sell your sister out to defend them.”

      “If I wasn’t on your side, I wouldn’t be working my fingers to the bone, doing my best to learn how we can defeat Droga!” Arthur roared, and Vara cringed. He shoved me again, and I pushed him back. Emma’s face fell as she watched us prepare to trade blows.

      There were hasty footsteps behind us, then unexpectedly, Jasper was between us. He must’ve been listening out in the hallway. He forced himself between Arthur and I, creating a wall.

      “Jasper, get out of the way,” Arthur said as he struggled to move Jasper’s arm aside. “I need to belt this ballbeg!”

      If Arthur wanted to fight, so be it. A couple of punches might get him to see reason, if nothing else would.

      Jasper pushed the two of us apart. “If you two are going to do this, you need to go outside,” he insisted. “The books in here are too precious for you to ruin with your bickering.”

      “He needs to admit fault!” I stuck a finger in Arthur’s face. “His mate needs to confess!”

      “You’re acting like a crazy person!” Emma shouted. “Ethan, stop!”

      I heard a couple more people come in. Stefan and Theo put a hand on my shoulders and dragged me back.

      My chest was heaving. Why couldn’t anyone admit the obvious? Vara was a traitor, and continuing to keep her here was putting us all in danger.

      “You two need a time-out,” Stefan said. He kept a firm grip on me, but I’d already lost my will to fight. Brawling wouldn’t solve this; not unless Arthur was willing to face the truth.

      “Just keep that gobshite away from me and my mate. He’s gone round the bend,” Arthur growled. He put an arm around Vara as he led her out of the room, giving me a look that could curdle milk. The rage I felt when they left the room shook my entire body.

      “What’s gotten into you?” Emma said in disgust. “Have a little self-control.”

      “She didn’t admit guilt,” I spat.

      “Of course! Why would she? She’s not guilty of anything, and if she is, you can’t prove it!” Emma insisted.

      “Give me one shred of evidence it’s not her,” I snarled.

      “How about the fact that we're still here? If she was the betrayer, why isn’t Droga banging down the door?” Emma questioned. “She wouldn’t have a reason to conceal us if she had joined up with Gabby, because giving us up would be safer for her children, and for Arthur, than remaining in hiding!”

      I took a few breaths, to calm myself before speaking further. “Perhaps I overstepped—”

      “You think?!” Emma screeched.

      “—But it had to be done,” I insisted. “In time, the truth will come to light, and we’ll have to do something about Vara’s actions. At least then, Arthur can’t deny that he knew.”

      “If Vara was working for Gabby, she would’ve told her where we are,” Theo said. “What sense does it make for her to keep concealing Emma’s location, if she’s truly on Gabby’s side? The traitor can’t be anyone in this house, otherwise, we’d be dead by now. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Perhaps this is the first safe place she’s found where Gabby can’t intimidate her,” I stated.

      My knuckles cracked as my fingers clenched tightly. “And if that’s the case, I understand. I wouldn’t be so angry if she’d just own up to what she’s done.”

      “This is going too far,” Jasper argued. “You can’t be sure Vara is the traitor. To accuse her without iron-clad proof…”

      “I know the truth,” I insisted. “I feel it in my gut. I just wish she’d admit it.”

      Emma sighed in frustration. “Whatever the truth is, you’ve pissed my brother off royally. He might refuse to help us tomorrow.”

      “He’ll help,” Jasper said. “His sister is more important to him than some silly argument.”

      “What do you think?” I asked, and I turned to Jasper. “You’ve known Vara longer than we have. You must have some inclination behind all of this.”

      Jasper paused. He ruminated on the question before he said in a low voice, “I don’t think so, Ethan.”

      It baffled me how they refused to acknowledge the obvious. After all, who else could be behind the betrayal?

      One day, I’d get Vara to admit her role in our defeat. No one would be able to defend her actions once I discovered proof she really had betrayed us all.

      My only concern was what Arthur would do then.
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        * * *

      

      I was due to head out to Darragh College with Lucien, Alexei, Kiara, and Arthur. We waited past midnight, when we hoped most of the college would be asleep, before we gathered in the main foyer to craft the portal that would take us to the campus.

      Arthur was barely speaking to me, and refused to look in my general direction. Mention of Vara hadn’t come up since our argument, and I figured he wouldn’t see reason until I had hard proof I could shove in his face, so I didn’t bother to mention her name.

      He was still bitter, though.

      “Sure Ethan should come along?” Arthur said to the room at large as Lucien crafted the portal. “He might accuse one of us of trying to keep the scrolls hidden while we’re looking.”

      “I don’t believe anyone among us would do such a thing,” I said fairly. I heard Arthur let out a disagreeable noise.

      “That’s enough from the both of you,” Lucien said. “Come.”

      I knew Lucien was there to help us search, as his wealth of knowledge was indisposable, but part of me wondered if he was coming along merely to keep the peace between Arthur and I. We walked through the portal, and I found myself in some sort of alleyway. Lucien had conjured us there for secrecy. I left the alley, and the others ventured behind me as I walked into the area of the main campus.

      The buildings were a mixture of marble structures with Corinthian columns and neo-Gothic Victorian structures. The monuments were old, most likely constructed in the late 1800s, and all the main buildings looked inwards on the large quadrangles lining the campus. It was a beautiful space, filled with tall trees and broad lawns students could enjoy. The streetlamps lining the sidewalks provided the only light.

      It wasn’t quite like Arcanea University, but all colleges had the same comforting feeling of academia. We’d dressed casually— to most onlookers, we were nothing more than a group of college students walking around campus at night. Lucien was the only one who’d draw attention, but as he had been a professor, he could play the part of a teacher well. Anyone who noticed us wandering around would assume we all belonged there.

      “The scroll will be somewhere within the library, locked up in the archives,” Lucien said. “There are thousands of documents to sift through, so we might not find it tonight.”

      “We must,” I insisted. “The more we return, the more suspicious it seems. We find the scroll tonight and be done with it.”

      “Patience,” Lucien told me. “We have only one mission now, and so, we can devote everything to it.”

      I had no patience. My country had been destroyed. I longed to salvage what was left of it.

      Lucien led the way to a long building at the edge of campus. The spiraling towers of the brown brick library loomed formidably overhead. It was a massive structure. There were potentially millions of books inside.

      The main doors were barred, so Lucien used his magic to unlock them. An alarm went off as we entered, but Kiara cast a spell to disable them, and the space went quiet. Our shoes made echoing sounds across the marble floor, and we summoned balls of illusion magic to our hands to illuminate the space. The light shone across the massive shelves circling the library, hovering all the way up to the high ceiling.

      I don’t think I’d ever seen so many books in my life. Not even the library at Arcanea University could compare.

      “We start at the back,” Lucien said. “The college keeps all its most treasured files in a private archival room accessible only to professors.”

      He strode forward. Arthur turned on the spot, jaw dropping open at the amount of information that was provided here.

      “Come on, Arthur. We’re not here for a field trip.” Kiara grabbed his arm and dragged him along, though he kept glancing over his shoulder at the giant shelves.

      The archives were contained on the other side of a glass wall at the end of the building. Lucien got that door open as well. This room was nearly as large as the first one we’d entered, but this time, the shelves were lined with stacks of hand-written books from the Middle Ages, as well as scrolls and parchment that dated even earlier. I handed out rubber gloves, so none of us would leave any fingerprints behind.

      We began shuffling through pages. I rifled through old accounts of marriages to nobles and ledgers of merchants who’d sold things like silk from China several hundred years back. I scanned books and scrolls, and set them aside quickly the moment I didn’t find what I was looking for.

      I gave a sigh as I watched everyone sift through the archives. My heart fell as I looked around at the massive shelves of the private archives. Each row contained hundreds, if not thousands of tomes. How would we locate what we were looking for in this?

      “Isn’t there a spell we can use to make this go faster?” I complained.

      “I’m trying,” Kiara insisted, and I watched her attempt to cast a spell. Gold sparks flicked from her fingers, but nothing happened.

      She shook her head. “What we’re looking for has to be protected by a ward. Otherwise, it would’ve come to me by now.”

      “Someone probably cast a concealment spell on it before the humans obtained it, to ensure it remained hidden,” Lucien stated.

      My jaw tightened. This was infuriating.

      Arthur was delicately handling each scroll like it was an infant. Impatience swelled within me. “Arthur, pick up the pace. There’s no time for you to dawdle.”

      “We need to be gentle. Some of these books are over a thousand years old. We shouldn’t ruin any of them,” Arthur said sharply.

      “We’ll be gentle and quick,” Kiara insisted. Alexei was putting away each book she’d finished skimming, so she could research without wasting any time on re-organizing.

      The sound of papers fluttering and turning filled the room. I felt like we were moving through these rows at a snail’s pace. Wasn’t there a better way to do this?

      “These books have to be organized by subject,” I insisted. “Can’t we narrow it down?”

      “The instructions for the ceremony are elusive. A human wouldn’t understand what it meant,” Arthur insisted, a twinge of irritation in his voice. “Perhaps it’d be with the articles on witchcraft, but—”

      “Then let’s start there,” I insisted, already looking for the section— wherever in this godsforsaken library it was.

      Arthur grabbed my arm. “We can’t afford to not be thorough.”

      “Thorough?” I said. “We’re wasting time!”

      “If we skip around, we’ll lose our place, and we might have to go back through some things twice!” Arthur hissed.

      I went to say something harsh in reply, but Lucien held up a hand. “Ssh,” Lucien said, and all of us froze.

      We weren’t the only ones in this library. My shifter ears picked up the sound of heels clicking across the library outside the archives, and the scent of humans drifted across my nose.

      There had to be two; a man and a woman. We scampered to hide behind the shelves as two figures passed on the other side of the glass wall.

      “Professor, I’m sorry, but I don’t think this is appropriate.” The woman had spoken. She was walking away from the man, who was pursuing her at a quick pace.

      “It’s merely a meeting between colleagues,” the man replied. “Don’t turn it into something it’s not.”

      “I agreed to meet you here at this hour because I thought the archives needed organizing, and with how busy the library is during normal hours, I assumed this was the only time to do it. Now I see I’m mistaken,” the woman replied.

      The man cleared his throat. “You might want to consider joining me for coffee tomorrow morning. I would be interested in giving you a better performance report.”

      The woman gave a short sigh. “Sir, you are the curator of this library, nothing more or less. Your opinion on my work here has no standing on whether or not I earn my degree.”

      “Then perhaps I will discuss things with Professor Brannen. She already finds your research inadequate, and I’m sorry to say, your internship here at the library hasn’t left me impressed.”

      “I’ve done everything you’ve asked and more,” the woman protested. “I’m always on time, I stay later than I should, and I do more than anyone else here.”

      “But unlike the other girls, you haven’t agreed to put in the extra work,” the man replied. “And we both know how important this program is to you. So, again. Coffee?”

      There was a pause, and the woman said, “I’ll think about it.”

      “I suggest you don’t take your time. I’m a very impatient man.”

      “Goodbye, Professor.”

      The woman hurried off. The man gave an annoyed sound before, horrifyingly, he entered into the archival room and turned on the lights.

      The shelves couldn’t hide us. I expected the man to call for an alarm the moment he saw us crouched behind the tomes, but instead, he froze.

      He was a short, stout man, balding and well into his sixties. There was a bout of recognition in his eyes as he observed us all, but I was certain that I’d never seen him before.

      “Finally,” he breathed. “This is my lucky day.”

      Lucien rose. Without any semblance of explanation, he said, “We are looking for something. A document, rare. We’d be willing to make a trade.”

      The man licked his lips greedily. “What are you searching for?”

      “A description of a very old ceremony, and seven stones with a strange name,” Lucien replied.

      The man nodded. “I know of the document. Studied it well in my youth, though I never understood it. I assumed it was related to your kind. Should’ve known you’d shown up eventually to retrieve it.”

      The man gestured for us to walk through the door. “What you’re looking for can’t be found here. This way.”

      We left the archival room. I floated to the back of the group as the curator led us through a set of shelves and down a stone staircase. I didn’t trust him, nor did I understand what was going on.

      “He knows what we are,” I whispered to Kiara.

      “Yes,” Kiara replied. “Humans in Celtic regions have respect for the fae. We’re a big part of their culture, and have been for centuries.”

      “Doesn’t that break supernatural laws of secrecy?”

      “Not really. They don’t know about our world, only that we exist. And after all, how are they supposed to prove our existence to the rest of their kind? No one would believe them.”

      “But how does he recognize us for what we are?”

      “He must’ve been taught somehow. His family could have history with the fae of some sort. Remember, we made a lot of deals with humans back in the day.”

      The curator took us to the basement of the library. The walls and floors here were nothing but plain stone. When he got to the edge of the hallway, all of us halted. There was an iron door ahead, made completely out of the harsh substance. The rich metal rang in my ears and gave off a nauseating quality that made me uneasy. I couldn’t get any closer than five feet to the door.

      The curator faced us. “Wait here. You won’t be able to go in,” he replied. “Iron and all that.”

      The curator took a key out of his pocket. He unlocked the iron door, then went inside the room. I couldn’t tell much from this angle, except that the room he’d entered was small and stuffed with papers that seemed even older than the ones we’d been going through in the archives.

      When he came back out, he was holding a tiny rolled piece of parchment in his hands. The curator looked up. He locked eyes with me first. “If you want this scroll, I need something in return.”

      “Ask it.” I wasn’t an advanced sorcerer, but I was certain I could provide whatever trivial desire this human asked for.

      “I want a date with the girl that refused me. You must’ve heard us quarreling,” he insisted. “She will be mine. I only need help getting her to succumb to my advances.”

      I scowled. “You shall receive what you ask for. The scroll for your desired wish.”

      “Done,” the curator said instantly. He shook my hand, and I cringed at how slimy it was. I felt my magic work, sealing our deal as he placed the scroll into my extended fingers. I unrolled it immediately. It was a gorgeous work from the Dark Ages, the letters on the page surrounded by the elaborate Celtic drawing of a tree, its roots wrapping in a circle around the words. At the top of the page was the depiction of a large cauldron, ivy wrapping around the base. I recognized it as a picture of the Sacred Gathering.

      Kiara looked over my shoulder. I struggled to comprehend the harsh cursive scrawling of the beautiful scroll, but I felt her nod behind me.

      “This is certainly it,” Kiara said as she read over the scroll quickly. “We got what we came for.”

      I handed the scroll to Lucien, who carefully pocketed it. “Be gone,” I told the curator sharply. “You’ll recieve what is just due.”

      I hated the way his beady eyes sparkled as he scrambled away. Alexei frowned and said, “Wish we hadn’t thrown that poor girl under the bus to get the scroll.”

      “He wanted a date with the intern, and he’ll get one. A date at the courthouse,” I said bluntly. “He’ll be receiving a notification for charges of harassment in a few days, and I’m certain, a letter of discharge from the university.”

      “Brilliant, Ethan.” Alexei smiled. “Quite a manipulative use of meaning.”

      “He should’ve known to use his words carefully with the fae.”

      Alexei gave a coy smile. “I mean, we are famous for fucking people over.”

      “I would’ve rewarded him if he wasn’t such a perverted ass.” I turned to Lucien. “We have what we need. We should go, before any more humans come round asking for more favors.”

      “Indeed.” Lucien cast a portal, and we left the library behind us. I shook off a shiver as we returned to the main foyer of the manor. I didn’t like being in a place full of those who weren’t my own kind, and humans particularly bothered me.

      Kiara sighed as the portal closed behind her. “Too bad other supernaturals aren’t as easy to trick as humans.”

      “Or that we can’t really trick other fae,” Alexei added.

      “The human served his purpose. We got what we came for,” Lucien said. “I need to take the night to study this scroll. I’ll notify you once I’m certain of what it says.”

      “I’ll help you,” Kiara offered, and she set off with Lucien. Alexei was left standing awkwardly between Arthur and I.

      Arthur didn’t hesitate to leave the room the moment he was able to. “I’m off to bed. Goodnight, Alexei.”

      I ignored the snub. We didn’t have to like each other right now, just work together. I took a seat in the armchair in front of the fire. “Now we wait, I suppose.”

      “Now we wait,” Alexei agreed. “Hopefully there will be good news in the morning.”

      I grunted. Getting the scroll had been the easy part. I was sure performing the ritual the scroll entailed would be difficult, as everything else on our quest had been.

      But I couldn’t say for certain. Only time would tell.
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        * * *

      

      I felt someone shake my shoulder. My eyes opened. The fire had dwindled down to smoldering embers. Emma’s green orbs peered back at me, and I startled. “You’re—”

      “Yes, I made it downstairs today. I’m very proud of myself.” Emma drew herself up. “Looks like you two chose to crash down here.”

      Alexei was passed out in the seat across from me. He didn’t even stir at the sound of our voices.

      “You should let him sleep until Kiara returns,” I suggested. “Last night was very… interesting.”

      “I heard you got the scroll. How did it go?” she asked.

      We left the main foyer and walked to the kitchen. I filled Emma in on what had happened over breakfast, which Faylin had just made. We were finishing up our meal in the dining hall when Finlay slid in the seat across from us.

      “How you faring?” he asked.

      Before we could reply, Finlay said, “Now, there’s been something I’ve been meaning to tell the both of you, and I think I’ve waited long enough to say so, so—”

      “I’ve read the scroll.” Lucien burst into the room, bags under his eyes and looking tired. He sat beside Finlay and placed the scroll on the table. “Kiara has gone to rest, but we’re both nearly certain of the ceremony it describes.”

      Finlay scowled at being interrupted. He put his head in his hand as Lucien unrolled the scroll between us.

      “So? What does the scroll say?” Emma insisted.

      “Once the Crystals of Harmony are found, they can be united at any time, on any day,” Lucien began. “The Worldweaver must bring the Crystals to the Sacred Gathering, and place them in a circle around it, in the exact order in which they were found.”

      “There’s got to be more to it than that,” Emma said, narrowing her eyes as she peered at the scroll.

      “There is an incantation,” Lucien said. “When the stones are in alignment, you must speak the following.”

      Lucien’s voice became even deeper as he spoke the incantation. I hung on to his every word, preparing to commit the incantation to memory.

      
        
        “Loyalty, bravery, faith and compassion,

        In perfect harmony.

        Crystals united here as one

        To restore our history.

      

        

      
        Edinmyre and Earth married true,

        No longer may we roam

        Light and dark now join together,

        Guiding our way home.”

      

      

      Lucien cleared his throat. “You must be aware that uniting the stones will render them useless. Opening the portal with the Crystals will destroy them. We’ll be unable to use them once you complete the ceremony.”

      “But so will Droga, and that’s what matters,” Emma said firmly.

      This was far too simple. I didn’t believe it. The thought of Emma’s prophecy and the words the hag had spoken came to me.

      “Will this ceremony… kill Emma?” I asked.

      Lucien hesitated. “There is a sacrifice… a blood offering… that is mentioned before the incantation is spoken. Though it’s not clear what the Worldweaver has to offer to make the portal permanent. The wording itself isn’t clear.”

      Emma rolled up the scroll and handed it back to Lucien with a stoic expression. “Thank you. At least now I know what I have to do.”

      “I’ll keep this somewhere safe, and try to figure out what the scroll means as far as the blood offering,” Lucien said. “Don’t worry, my child. I’m sure it’s nothing too serious. I would never let anything happen to you.”

      Emma was silent as Lucien tucked the scroll back into his pocket. She didn’t make a sound when Lucien retreated to put away the scroll— only sat back against her chair and appeared hollow.

      “Fucking finally,” Finlay grumbled as Lucien left the room. “Anyway, I thought now might be a good time to tell you that Lady Magdalina and I found the Unseelie stone.”

      Emma and I both started. “What?” Emma gasped. “How did you—”

      “You found it?” There was a deadly growl to my voice. “Why didn’t you tell us sooner?”

      “I might be getting ahead of myself. We don’t have it, per say, but know of it,” Finlay responded. “After all, realizing where something is doesn’t mean that it’s in your possession. Sad thing is, you two had it all along.”

      “Quit speaking in riddles. Where is it?” I demanded.

      Finlay gave a roguish grin. “Do you remember the dark necklace from the King’s Contest?”

      The heavy realization nearly made me fall out of my chair. Finlay hadn’t touched me, but still, I felt winded.

      Awareness crossed over Emma’s face like a beacon, and she put a hand to her forehead as she leaned over the table. “Of course. We should’ve realized.”

      “You’re saying the Unseelie stone is the gemstone within the dark necklace we stole from Lady Korva?” I asked.

      “The same one I used to cheat,” Emma emphasized, like she couldn’t believe it.

      Finlay nodded. “The very same.”

      “No wonder it wounded you so,” I said, looking at Emma. “You were utilizing the power of a Crystal of Harmony, not just any Unseelie object.”

      “Where is it now?” Emma’s words were urgent as she reached out to grasp Finlay’s arm. “Please tell us you know where it is.”

      Finlay made a sheepish face. “Uh, well, no. After the Unseelie stone was taken from you once the Contest was over, the Circle took it to their archives and tried to destroy it. But as we know, a Crystal of Harmony can’t be destroyed, especially not by normal means of magic.”

      “So what happened to it?” I asked.

      “It was eventually abandoned by the Circle. Gabby and Elijah wanted to get their hands on it, but they couldn’t do so without drawing suspicion to themselves. Only one with Unseelie blood could wield the power in the necklace, and besides Lady Korva, none of the other council members could do anything with it. Luckily, they never figured out why they couldn’t use it. They just assumed Emma had drained the power in the necklace during the Contest, and therefore, the item was useless.”

      “Why didn’t the Circle immediately suspect Emma of having Unseelie blood, then, once they’d learned we’d cheated? They knew the power in the necklace was full of dark magic,” I replied.

      “Because they’re right morons,” Finlay stated. “Most people don’t understand how dark magic works, because Unseelie lore isn’t taught at Arcanea University, or anywhere else. The knowledge was forbidden for so long, most fae don’t know anything about it. They think any old Seelie fae can harness dark magic for themselves whenever they wish, and as we know now, that’s not how it works. You have to have the ancestry to even attempt dark magic.”

      “The necklace was Lady Korva’s. It was in her family for ages,” Emma said. “She must’ve known I had Unseelie blood before I did, if all this is true. I can’t believe she didn’t try to smuggle it back to her mansion somehow.”

      “She was too afraid to steal it, for fear of it being linked back to her,” Finlay said. “She was trying to keep her son’s Unseelie heritage, and her own, quiet, because she knew if word got out what he was, it would be controversial. After all, why would she steal a necklace the council thought she couldn’t use?”

      “But Lady Magdalina had to have known about it. Why didn’t she take it herself?” Emma asked.

      “She did her research, but unfortunately, Magdalina didn’t realize that the gem inside the necklace was the Unseelie stone until it was too late,” Finlay said with a sigh.

      “Too late?” I asked.

      “Lord Radcliffe,” Finlay said grimly.

      Ah, that explained it. The man had a love of coin. I had already guessed what had happened. “He saw an opportunity to line his pockets.”

      “Yes. He used his place on the council to repossess the necklace, then sold it to someone in Scotland. It got passed around to a lot of different hands. No one truly knew what they had,” Finlay said. “Lady Magdalina and I spent many months going back and forth from Dolinska to Edinburgh, tracking down who the necklace was sold to, though the trail eventually went cold. From what we know before she died, it’s still somewhere in Scotland, probably Edinburgh.”

      So that’s why Finlay and Magdalina had missed so many Circle meetings during our time as king and queen. “Why didn’t the two of you clue us in?” I asked, irritated. “We had the right to know.”

      “You two were busy locating the Seelie stone and governing the nation. We didn’t think it was a good idea to distract you until we had a solid lead on the Unseelie stone, and so far, everything we found was just a smoke screen.” He shrugged.

      “We need to pick the investigation back up in Edinburgh,” Emma said. “Do you know who had the necklace last?”

      “I can look into it,” Finlay said. “But I hate to tell you, our last lead wasn’t promising, and we’re fighting against time to find it before Droga does.”

      Emma slammed a fist on the table. “I don’t even understand why Droga wants the Crystals. He’s a god. He has infinite power. What use are they to him?”

      “Lady Magdalina might’ve told me, before she died,” Finlay said regrettably. “But she made me take a vow not to tell you until you were ready for it.”

      “Fin, just give it to me straight,” Emma said tiredly. “I need to know what we’re up against.”

      Finlay gave a heavy sigh. “Well, ready for it or not, I think you have the right to know. No point in continuing to wait.”

      We waited anxiously on his words, before he said, “Droga wants the stones because he can use them to create portals to other worlds.”

      “Worlds?” I asked.

      “Yes. Different planes of dimensions, different universes,” Finlay said. “Even as a god, he can only travel between Earth, Edinmyre, and the Underworld. He doesn’t have the power to go anywhere else… at least, not without the Crystals.”

      “So he’s not just interested in taking over this plane of reality. He wants to conquer others,” Emma said, her voice growing with impending fear.

      “That is his main goal,” Finlay agreed. “As fae, we know there are other supernatural planes of existence— other magical realms out there that exist separately from our own. We haven’t discovered them yet, but it’s certain that Droga wants to rule over all of them.”

      I couldn’t imagine the kind of chaos and grief that would cause. To not only destroy our world, but to ravage others… his greed truly knew no bounds. There was more at stake than just Malovia, or the fae. Entire universes could be in jeopardy if we failed to stop Droga in time.

      “We can’t let that happen,” Emma insisted. “We’ll use the Crystals to stop him!”

      “It won’t work. They’re not tools for mortal fae, even talented supernaturals,” Finlay insisted. “During our hunt for the Unseelie stone, Lady Magdalina was certain of one thing, and she made sure to ram it into my head; the power within those stones is uncontrollable. You get those Crystals anywhere near Droga, he’ll take them. Every time you use the stones, some of their power is drained. They don’t have infinite power. The gods only put so much magic into each stone, and although the power they hold is immense, if they’re pushed to their limit, they will eventually run out of magic. Then you won’t be able to use them to open the portal.”

      “So we never can learn how to use the Crystals of Harmony,” Emma said in defeat. “They’re not meant to be wielded for any other purpose but to reopen the portal.”

      “Exactly. Only a god or demigod can use their power without draining them— which is why Droga can’t get his hands on them. You’ll be able to use the stones to open the portal to Edinmyre, because you are the Worldweaver and that is your ability alone,” Finlay said. “But as for using them to fight… forget about it.”

      “The girls used the Crystals to fight at the battle of Arcanea University, but we didn’t know at the time that using them was siphoning away their power,” I said grimly. “We were lucky we didn’t completely spend their magic.”

      “But the Unseelie stone still works, and I used it in the Contest. I’m a stronger sorceress now,” Emma objected. “I bet I could—”

      “You could utilize the power in each individual stone for a short time, like you did in the Contest, and like your friends did when Arcanea University was attacked,” Finlay said. “But if you used them against Droga, the power required to defeat him would be immense, and drawing from the stones to do so would render them useless. Therefore, you wouldn’t be able to use them to reopen the portal, which makes the entire thing pointless. In fact, if used improperly, they might even kill us.”

      “Like what nearly happened to Delmare,” I said. “She tried to defend Stefan using the dragon stone during the battle of Arcanea University, and it backfired on her. She still has the scar on her face.”

      “What use are the Crystals if we can’t use them to defeat Droga?” Emma snarled. “If I go down, I’m taking him with me!”

      I hurried to calm her. “It’s all right, onawilke. We’ll figure something out,” I said.

      She crossed her arms and looked away from me. I felt sympathy for her, but worse was the terror that we could be helpless. We couldn’t allow Droga to obtain any of these Crystals, including the Unseelie stone. If he did, he’d hop from universe to universe taking over different worlds, until there was nothing left free and everything was under his control.

      We were fighting against more than the end of all fae. If Droga remained in power, the end of all life, on this planet and others, could be a reality.

      And we were the only ones standing in his way.
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