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      “Was not all warfare between men warfare between brothers?”

      

      Victor Hugo, Les Miserables

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          ETHAN

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Save me?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “My problems will soon be over.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What day is it?” I rasped.

      “January third,” she said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Then you need to win your trial.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Like fucking hell.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “And what if I stay here with you?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          EMMA

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Her lip quivered. “Emma, the prophecy.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “If what? If he’s dead?”

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

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

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

      “Try and stop me.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “It’s Emmaline Sosna!”

      “Emma, look over here!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I felt nothing.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Can you save him?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You bitch. You tortured them.”

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

      “Go to hell.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Ethan said, “No, but—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Uh… no.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “A-what?”

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

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

      “Yes.”

      “That’s awfully stupid.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Advantage?” I lifted my head.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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