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Prologue
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My blood froze to ice in my veins when I saw her.

Lorelei.

Lying there broken. Bloodied. Bruised.

I'd kill whoever did this to her. Then I'd slaughter their entire family line. My steps hurried, but I could not reach her quickly enough. She was pale. Weakened from the loss of too much blood, and too much cold, and too little hope. Her light was fading from this world and all others.

"No. No. NO. I will not let you die. I forbid it, do you hear me?" My voice rose as I scooped her into my arms, barely any weight at all, which set my fears even deeper. Live. You must live. Live. For me.

I had to get her help, but I feared there wouldn't be anything left of her to save once I had. My powers were useless against whatever treacherous magic this was, but there was always an undoing. A workaround for nearly all spells, even a curse or hex. Something had to be able to change this, reverse the effects and restore her life. A cure existed—I wanted to believe that. It just meant finding it.

This was my fault. Things of beauty are never meant to be broken. But I did this. I allowed her into my world, into my life, and I broke her. I deserved to suffer the same fate. Worse than her fate. I never intended to be her nightmare, only her savior. And I failed. Vows signed in blood, giving me ownership of something no one deserved...her body and her soul.

Flames ignited from within, consuming her whole, ‘til only her ashes remained. Like a breath of snow and ash they fell gently upon subtle winds—air and shadow carrying both in equal measure to their final resting place. To love someone is to grieve them. For it thrusts you into a black hole—an abyss from which you can never escape.

She was worth fighting for. This time, I would fight for her, until my last breath.

****
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I AWOKE WITH A SHARP gasp, ripples of fear tensing every muscle in my body. It took several breaths to realize it had been a dream. No, not a dream. A dream implies something unreal. Wild imaginings of the mind. This was something else. It was a foreshadowing. A glimpse of what may come to pass. But why was I seeing it? By now she'd be leagues from here, safely back in her own world. There should be no cause for what I'd witnessed. Pain and suffering were not supposed to be her future. I'd rather it was mine.

I pushed off the fur pelts and climbed from of the wilted mattress stuffed with dry leaves. I was grateful to the Dwarf Tilak for allowing me to stay in his home. A hovel really, but shelter nonetheless. I was still being hunted by Queen Mab's armies. I'd deserted her and the marriage agreement I'd entered into, and word would have spread by now. Thankfully, Lorelei was safely back in her world, with the elf Elf Adrius. I could almost hear her chastising me for not using his name. And I knew it well, for we were friends once.

The human world was her home, but it could never be mine. I did not belong there. Each visit was the same as the one before, and it was only her presence that made those visits tolerable.

Humans—you could smell their weaknesses. Their needy desires. Their constant craving for more. Their eternal fear. Like a toxic cloud that hovered over their land. It sickened my stomach with each inward breath. I'd hold it for a moment. Then another. Then gasp for air when I could hold it no longer. Ignoring the stench, I'd searched for her. For her face. Her smile. Her eyes that shone in the dimness of her world. The fear strangely mixed with curiosity when she would set her eyes upon me. And without fail, she’d smile.

No one else would see me but her. I was careful. For to break that code would mean my death. Her father was specific in his orders. "Watch her. Keep her safe. But remain unseen by the humans." But she wasn't human. Not fully. She was part fey, like I was. And from the very first moment I saw her, she stole my heart away.

I shuffled to the wash basin, splashed icy water over my face and dried it on my sleeve. My hand slid across the uneven surface of the mirror. The cracked glass scraped my palm, but I kept it there, watching the blood drip down the surface before it froze to crimson slush.

Leaning in, I stared at the reflection, at the steely eyes glaring back at me. Full of accusation and blame.

I lost her.

No, I didn't lose her. I threw her away.

She was my protégé.

We were never supposed to be together. Never meant to fall in love.

I was careless.

She got hurt.

And now she was gone.
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Chapter One
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"Don't even think about killing him!"

Lorelei's voice rang as clearly as if her lips were pressed to my ear, whispering the words. No, she’d most likely be shouting them.

I shouldn't kill him. But staring down the bar at the Dwarf refusing to serve me...I admit, the temptation was strong.

I sat in the shadows of a semi-deserted Dwarven pub...my hood tugged over my head to hide my identity. Absurd. Here I was, a member of the Faery Royal line, a Shadow Fey fearsome and feared...hiding from commoners. Was this to be my life now? Masking who I was, in order to run from what I was to become? All of this...because of her.

I was accustomed to being the hunter, not the prey. Standing my ground and cutting down enemies came naturally to me. This was anything but.

I washed a hand over my face. I ought to count my fortunes. Had it not been for the kindness of the Dwarf Tilak, I might have been caught by the Unseelie guards. My mother's guards. The very guards who used to answer to me. The Queen of Air and Darkness was many things, but forgiving was not one of them. I was her only son, in line to inherit the three thrones of Faery with Lorelei by my side, and I thwarted her plans. The only thing waiting for me in the Winter Court was a swift and merciless death.

My name—Zanthiel Númenôrr ayn Tal-Alúmenthôr, one very few dared to speak aloud. I used to be a Faerie Prince of the Unseelie Winter Court. Now I was an exiled prince, and a Knight of the Shadow Court. I held no true allegiance to either court, and until recently I was permitted to live in relative freedom, completing random assignments from King Oberon, also in exile.

Oberon was dismissed from the Winter Court for his relationship with a human woman. That woman was Lorelei's mother. Very few knew they had produced a daughter, and fewer still knew there had been twin daughters. Somehow secrets dead and buried had a way of rising from the grave. They always came back to haunt you. Now Oberon held one daughter prisoner, Venus, the other, Lorelei, was being hunted for high treason, and my freedoms had all but vanished. My mother saw my engagement to Lorelei as a means to more power, and plotted our coronation with a zealous fervor that chilled my bones.

Lorelei was set free, returned safely to her world, and suddenly I was left with two choices. Run and become a fugitive, hunted by my mother's court—or stay and be bound to a future I've never wanted any part of.

Marry the Chosen One.

Rule all three factions of Faery...Winter, Summer, and Shadow.

Become my father.

My fingers drummed the sticky bar. How long did it take to pour ale into a goblet?

I heaved a weighted sigh, eyeing the rain-soaked windowpanes. This was pathetic. I was far too good for this. A grimace tightened my face as I refocused my annoyance on the barkeep—taking in his large, round earring and the silver bar piercing his nose. Huge, round, bulbous thing...his nose, not the piercing. Perfect for sticking into matters that were none of his concern.

Leaning my elbows against the cool stone bar, I fumed in silence. I could just leave, return to my hideaway. But Dwarven taverns were not easy to come by in these parts, and I was in need of an escape. Anything to free my mind of her. Lorelei...the Chosen One. Una Electa. Selected by the capricious gods of fate to save our world and hers from ruin. To this day, she still felt unworthy of the task. She carried around insurmountable guilt, needlessly. What had happened before—the war, the Ice Witch, Octahvia's death, the loss of her grandmother's cafe—none of it was her fault directly, yet I knew she blamed herself for all of it. Falsely believing if she had made different choices, done one thing differently, she could have prevented it. She could not have, none of us could. But what lies before us may be another matter.

I often heard her whispers, even though her lips were not pressed to my ear. Nor would they ever be again. Likely I'd never see her again in this realm. It was a choice, one I'd already come to terms with. She loved the Elf. What more was there to do but see her happy and returned safely to her own world? With him.

My jaw tensed. Would I be able to stay away from her world—to keep my distance? To let her live her human life unencumbered by the mistakes of the past? Our past?

Those were the vexing questions that refused to give me peace, the reason for my visit to The Broken Jug. At least here I could find peace before I made my way back to the Shadow Court. Truthfully, I was in no hurry to return. There was little I could do that wouldn't lead back to thoughts of her, and I needed to not think of her.

The pint of ale I'd ordered should help me forget quite nicely. I glanced upward, squinting into the haze at the Dwarven man behind the bar. If this barkeep ever stops his ceaseless gossiping, and delivers my drink. I stared at him, cold shimmering in the air as he shuffled back to me.

He leaned one elbow against the bar. "'Tisn't every day you see one the likes of you in these parts. So deep into the Wyldes of Nevermore. I'd say you're a good day's travel from anywhere's you'd find suitable to your standards, Lord Zanthiel."

To carry the name of a Fey was a hefty burden, and I was taken aback that he so casually took on the task. Foolish Dwarf. They knew so little of this world outside of their own mundane comings and goings.

He prattled on, stretching my patience thin as he polished glassware and slid various platters of meat and bread down the length of his stone bar. He set his glasses back on their shelf. They still looked as dusty as they had before his efforts.

"I've not bin far from these parts miself. Tho not likely to do so with such unrest in the air. Well, you'll be knowing all 'bout that I'd wager, what with your up and comin' nuptials. I've not laid eyes on your betrothed, but rumor has it she's a pretty one at that. Leavin' her alone to traipse all the way out here seems poor form," he scolded.

So word had spread to even these backwater corners of the Nevermore. How nice.

His voice was grating. Barkeeps. Worse yet, Dwarven barkeeps. They felt they owned the right to discuss things that were none of their concern, in vexing detail. He rambled on, bounding from giving his opinion of my engagement to telling me off for my choices, while I sat there still stone sober. Not smart.

Everything within me told me to just depart. Leave it be. Let things go. But the part of me that could not do that refused to back down. Walk away. That is what Lorelei would want you to do. But she hadn’t been in my world long enough to know the effects of backing down. They were far-reaching and dire. To back down was to concede a loss. And I was not accustomed to losing. Not ever.

"Tho 'tis no concern o' mine why yer here, I'd as soon have a lassie like that glued to my side." He chuckled and screwed up his face in a wink. "If ye catch my meanin'."

My hand itched. One stroke of my blade would cut down this fool spewing such irreproachable nonsense. I stared at him, envisioning the swift slice that would sever his chatter in two. The cold swathing from my blade would freeze his flesh solid, eliminating any bloodshed. I sighed. If only it was merely the blood shedding she took issue with...that would be easy to uphold. Those were attainable goals. But no. She had an issue with death entirely. Taking a life, needlessly, or even when need arose, she could not bear it. I felt the way it traumatized her to her core. And her suffering brought me suffering.

My fingertips pressed on the bar. "Dwarf, all I truly require is the ale. Or a jug of Faerie wine. I'm not picky." I was more than ready to escape this fresh new level of purgatory, to take refuge in Tilak’s dwelling that was now my home. Or perhaps sear the barkeeper's ear with a nip of frost bite. Surely that would not count as bad behavior in her eyes.

"Aye, Lord Zanthiel, 'tis coming up straight away. I sent for the good stuff ye know. Takes a wee bit o' time to haul up from the cellar."

If I vaulted over this counter and retrieved the beverage for myself, I could have had what I asked for in half the time, and with no lives lost.

My hands slid across the bar, freezing the sticky wetness beneath my fingers. I pressed them against the surface, hoping to keep them frozen in place.

"If ye ask me, which ye did not, mind ye. But if ye ask me, I think any good lass, witching Fey or not, ought not to av run off with her former lover."

My forearm twitched, and I raised my voice. "How is that ale coming along?"

Peering into the back room, he replied, "Not much longer, just distillin' into jugs now, m'Lord." He bobbed his bearded head, gleefully oblivious to how close he was to losing his life. Or at the very least, his tongue.

"She's a fine specimen that one. Not 'av to close yer eyes in bed with that one, aye?" He chuckled, polishing a silver goblet with a hank of pigskin.

The ice under my fingertips shattered. I reached across the bar and grabbed him by his shift, catching a fistful of wiry hairs, judging from his yelp. I took one breath. And then a second, before tugging him closer. "I'll thank you to stop speaking about her in that manner."

His smirk vanished and his face went ashen.

"I meant no disrespect, Lord Zanthiel, only to say the girl seems not half good enough for the likes of you. Pretty an all, with those child rearing hips, but..."

I snarled. It put an end to his commentary, so I let him go and sat down.

Guilt cooled my anger, but only for the moment. It was still resting inside me, like a creature waiting to leap. One more word about her, and I would freeze his tongue solid.

The Dwarf raised his hands and took a step back—before switching from the subject of Lorelei...to the subject of my mother.

I groaned. This was Adrius's fault, and I could not help the urge I felt to make him suffer right alongside the mouthy Dwarf. Had he not fallen under Venus's spell—better still, had he not fallen out of it—things would not be as they now were. Part of me wanted to look into his traitorous eyes and demand to know why he’d done it. Part of me just wanted him dead.

What Adrius and I needed between us right now was distance. The more of it the better, if he was to survive. Because should I lay eyes upon my former friend again, I could not be held accountable for my actions—not even to her.
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Chapter Two
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I was a fraction away from losing the tenuous grip on my self-control, when the Dwarf finally darted down the counter to serve other patrons: two guards from the Mythlandrian realm, their seal worn brazenly upon their cloaks. The hood drawn up over my head shielded me from sight, but they were seeking someone, it was evident in their curious glances in my direction, as the Dwarf regaled them with his chatter.

My hands curled into fists, still resting against the bar. When the barkeep turned in my direction, then spoke to the guards, I considered taking my leave. Surely if Lorelei would frown on killing one being, she'd not think killing three was acceptable. Were it not for the fact that I wanted to push recent events from my memory, I'd have left without the brew. But I needed, for a time, just to forget.

It took another unbearably long stretch and staggering amounts of self-control before the barkeep finally handed me several brown bottles filled with the "land's finest ale and Faery wine." Most likely swine swill, but it would have to do. Before the Dwarf had a chance to favor me for my ample payment, I exited that oubliette in search of another.

The storm that had torn through leaves and trees had ceased, leaving the ground damp and smelling like earth and spoiled fruit. Flashes of lightning lit the distant sky with bolts of blue. The Mythlandrian guards watched me exit, though I took care to do so with nonchalance and indifference to avoid raising suspicion. King Etienne's guards would be seeking Adrius and Lorelei, and I imagined the opportunity to torture me for information would be appealing. I invite them to try. They would fail. And I would refuse to feel guilt, as it would be in self-defense. That made things much more gratifying. Killing them without evoking her displeasure. I almost wished they'd provoke me. She is not here, what difference does it make? I needed no excuse to take a life if it pleased me. But I kept on walking, and they did not attempt to stop me.

But I'd not traveled far before I heard the pub door open and swing shut behind me. Footsteps fell, following my path. Quiet, but too quiet, as though he was trying too hard to remain unheard. Did he not know of the powerful hearing the Fey have? He might as well have been stomping through the wood on my trail.

The steps stopped. For a piece it was quiet. Silent. I continued on, traveling a jagged path in the general direction of my destination.

They resumed again, slow and steady. Coming my way—following my path.

His first mistake. He would only be granted three. My hand gripped the hilt of my sword. I slowed under the shelter of a low hanging limb, lit with glowing beetles. Slowly the steps behind me caught up and then stopped.

One beat of silence...two...three...

Walk away, I silently urged. Return to your stool at the tavern.

He didn’t.

Mistake number two.

"Where are you off to in such a hurry?" he called out.

I stopped and turned my head, just enough to catch his scent. One of the Mythlandrian guards. Such a long way from home, and by the absence of any other footfalls, all alone. He'd ventured out into the night on—what? A hunch perhaps? I nearly sighed. If only he'd left well enough alone. As I'd tried to.

"Hey," he called when I did not turn to answer. "It is you I am speaking to. We are searching for a girl, half-Faerie, half-witchling...more human whelp than anything, really." He scoffed to himself.

Three.

All of a sudden I was filled with anger and a surge of memories. The number rang in my head like a distant bell, chiming a horrific past event. Without cause or warning I was transported back to a memory. One I'd not thought of in more years than I could count. A memory I'd hoped never to revisit again. I couldn’t see straight and for a time there was nothing but the thrum of my beating heart.
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Chapter Three
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PAST: The Unseelie Winter Court

My father, King of the Unseelie Court, hollers at his subjects, "Clear out of the ring! All of you out! Re-cage the white tigers. Re-cage them, now!"

The small circular forum is his favorite venue of entertainment. Everyone scrambles to obey his wishes. Everyone but me. I stand, barely half his height, barely thirteen years of age, waiting warily to see what fresh torment he has in store.

I know it will be brutal. And I know there will be more bloodshed, more maiming. Likely even more death. His nightmarish spectacles were destined to unfold that way.

"Zanthiel!" he bellows my name, and I come forward, feigning a casual stance. I am anything but, inside. I do not wish to have any part in whatever demonic display this man is plotting.

He lifts his hand and motions for a servant to come forward. He carries an embroidered pillow, garnished with the King's emblem and several small ice daggers. Blades like razors, sharp enough to slice a sliver of air as easily as an ear.

I scratch my brow with my knuckle, fearing what he has in mind.

The far door opens and a girl is dragged in. She is small. So small. Barely beyond the door of childhood. Fourteen perhaps. She thinks she is dreaming, for to find oneself in Faery is often like that. The sense of it being unreal—a nightmarish hallucination—but not real.

Humans do not know the truth and if they did, they wouldn't be so eager to find our world. If they live beyond the supposed dream, they awake with such trauma and shock they cannot reconcile their experiences, any more than they can make the rest of the humans believe. Only those who know...know.

This girl, with her dark hair and wide eyes, does not know. She shivers uncontrollably as they lead her to a round target painted on the far wall. The knife-throwing target, used when the Fey—in their most drunken state—decided it was the best method for settling their disputes.

Today my father's intentions are nauseatingly clear. He wobbles toward the pillow, lifting one dagger after another, measuring the weight in his hand as though carefully selecting hunting gear, instead of weapons to lance at this poor, frightened girl.

Soft flakes of snow begin to fall. My stomach knots. This cannot happen. He has drunk far too many spirits through the course of the afternoon already. I know better than any how poor his coordination will be. If he manages to hit her at all, she is as good as dead.

"How many points if I miss her?" the King hollers, then laughs uproariously.

I enjoy good sport as much as the next Fey, but his cruelty sickens me. I take the pillow from the guard’s hand, then face my father and his bloodthirsty audience.

"It is no sport to watch your drunkard king throw blades at a defenseless human child," I say, gesturing to where she cowers against the wall of snow. Her feet are bound and her mouth tied with silk to muffle her voice. Tears stream freely down her cheeks. I turn my gaze away.

"I suggest you let me throw," I say. At least I can avoid hitting the girl if I choose. Which I will. Then once they'd tired of their sport, I'd find a way for her to be returned to her world.

Everyone cheers and claps. All but my father, whose cold stare burns into mine.

He lifts his hand, throwing his entire body off balance. His heavy frame staggers to the right, but he defies gravity and manages to keep from toppling over.

"No." He says it quietly. With enough cold for another layer of frost to creep across the terrain of the coliseum ground and up the girl's body. "I have a better plan."

He takes the knives from me, casting the pillow aside.

"You should take her place. And I will throw these spectacular daggers at you." He points the tip of the blade in my direction.

The collective gasp echoes through the stunned crowd. To waste a human girl for pure sport was one thing, but to risk the life of a future king—sole heir to the Winter Court—he is as good as planning to murder his own son. Everyone here knows my father is not capable of throwing a blade and hitting a target in full sobriety. If he misses me at all, it will be by dumb luck. And if he hits me, he will likely hit me in the eye, or the throat, or somewhere equally as fatal. And he will get his wish.

"Let us make it more interesting." He pulls out a small vile, filled with the poison used to coat arrows in battle. As he pours the contents over the blade, I watch in horror as the pink liquid sloshes over the metal, spilling to the ground in a rose-hued pool.

I stiffen, then stride across the field, offer the guard a handsome sum if he returns the girl to her home, and then step into her place.

"You ready, boy?" My father slurs his words, then begins to count aloud.

"One."

"Two."

"Three."
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Chapter Four
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I glared at the insolent guard, still brave or stupid enough to continue baiting me. How dare he speak of Lorelei that way? I'd half a mind to cut out his tongue and feed it to him. The anger I'd worked so hard to bury, rose up.

Breathe...

It took great effort, but I released my sword. I deeply inhaled the cloying smell of damp forest, my hands fisted at my sides. 

The Mythlandrian guard's smug face pulled into a sneer. "Perhaps you've seen the beings we seek. The girl ran off a few nights back. Not that there's any harm in that, but she travels aided by the Prince of Elyssium, Lord Adrius, surely you know of him."

He walked toward me, and I felt his presence growing closer, nearer, within... reach. Then he stopped.

"Not too talkative are you?" he said, studying me. "A cape like that—well you're dressed like the Dwarves, but your stature and carriage indicate otherwise. Not too many foreigners spend time around these parts. Care to share your name and business here?"

"My business is my own," I cautioned. I should have known better, known that my tone would give away where I was truly from, and invite more trouble than I sought. I didn't care.

The guard puffed his chest, visibly insulted by my slight. "I am a guard of Mythlandria. You will remove your hood when addressing me."

He grabbed my arm.

Fourth mistake. My generosity knew no bounds, it seemed.

Tugging off my hood with one hand, he brandished a blade in the other.

My cloak fell back with a gust of cold.

"You." Accusation echoed deep into the night. He stepped back, having the good sense to put some distance between us.

"The Lord of the Shadow Fey. I'd thought the whispers of you holed up in a Dwarven town were mere rumors." His breath hissed in the frigid air between us. "I'll be heavily rewarded for this find."

The arrogance of Elves.

"Isn't it your bride the Prince has run off with? And you hide in the shadows instead of fighting for her? She that bad at her wifely duties that you'd so willingly cast her off onto another?" He chuckled. "Maybe I'll take her for a turn and see for myself what all the fuss is about."

Final mistake.

Elves were fast. Lightning fast. But the Fey...we were faster.

Before the smirk faded from his oafish face, I rammed him into the base of a tree and pressed my forearm to his throat. Blood sounded in my ears, filling me with a hunger I'd not satisfied in some time.

"I might kill you," I said slowly, "but I might not. Here is what you are going to do if you want to live. You stop talking about her. You stop looking for her. And you ensure your hunting party calls off their witch hunt."

The Elf struggled against me. He had little strength, new to the King's army, perhaps. That would account for his underestimation of how easily I could subdue him. I leaned in harder, still exercising a modest amount of self-control. On any other occasion, he would have been dead already.

I glared into his eyes and waited for his acquiescence.

"Not a chance. I think it is I who will kill you," he hissed. Slamming his forehead into mine, he jabbed his blade into my side and wrenched it.

Cold rushed to the wound, sealing me from its pain, though I could feel the sticky wetness of blood soaking through my clothing.

A thin smile stretched across my lips as my hand closed around my weapon. Not because I was angered by his action, but relieved—the way one is relieved by scratching an itch that was just out of reach. He would not stop hunting Adrius, and therefore he would not stop hunting Lorelei. The Elf guard lunged for me again. This time, as my blade lit the night with swathing blue light, piercing the guard through until his frozen body crumpled and slid down in a broken heap, there was no feeling of remorse or disappointment or guilt. Only...satisfaction.

I sheathed my sword and disappeared into the thickest part of the forest, leaving behind his corpse encased in a growing layer of frost.

****
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KEEPING TO THE SHADOWS, I slid into the night, deeper through the forest toward the hovel I'd been granted refuge in by the Dwarf. "His name is Tilak," she'd once scolded, "call him by his name."

Dwarves. Witches. Summer Fey. Even Elves. Unlikely allies. I was surrounded by them, and in this case, I was most grateful.

Tilak’s cabin was silent, dark, and dank. The fire in the hearth had gone cold. No matter. I preferred the cold. I leaned my elbows against the mantle, pressing my forehead to the stone. Over the last century I'd let too many things go. My heart. My purpose. My soul. I’d replaced them all with the empty void that only the cold could fill. Is it any wonder all I now feel is hollow...empty? Numb.

I slid into a chair next to the dimly glowing embers and rested my blade on the table in front of me. My fingers absently traced the thin scar behind my ear, where it had been severed with my father's first throw that day, so many years ago. It had taken numerous visits to the Wizards to have it restored, for there were only so many injuries a Fey could heal on his own.

Several other blades had pierced me that day. My legs, my side, my arms. Each implanted blade added more and more blood to the pool at my feet—more and more poison to my body and soul. I did not flinch. Not once. Not even when the final knife embedded itself in my chest, barely missing my heart. To this day, I wasn’t certain whether the near miss was a deliberate act to teach me a lesson, or an accidental miss of a target he'd desperately wanted to hit. I would never know the truth, though I have guessed at it.

From my birth he saw me as a threat. He'd so wanted a daughter, someone to dote on and who offered no risk. To my father, I was no more than a future usurper. A threat to his rule. And while I wanted no part of it, it did not lessen his hatred toward me. It grew exponentially with every passing year, and I believed it gradually stole his sanity, forcing him to do something as insane as attack the High Order of Wizards in their very chambers. Some part of my father must have wanted to die that day. For even a madman had to have seen there would be no other outcome for a sole Winter Faerie taking on an entire council of Wizards.

The unfortunate part was that I never wanted to be king. Not when my father in his paranoia believed I would usurp his throne. And not when the Wizard Hawthrin insisted Lorelei and I should marry and rule all of Faery. More than anything, I never wanted to become my father. I was nothing like the being he was.

There was a time when my grief over Venus's death made me forget I was not my father. I was lost, forgetting who I was...but it was temporary. Finding Lorelei had brought my true self back in full measure. I wanted to be good. To be better, for her. So I'd be worthy of someone as good as she was, whether or not she would ever truly be mine.

I stalked to the window, hands clasped behind my neck. This was madness. She didn't get to choose the pieces and parts of me to accept. It was all or nothing. And it would never be all. My mood darkened as I stowed the blade. A thousand stars littered the sky with brilliant pinpoints of light.

Fatigue swept over me. Fighting against one's nature took a great deal of energy.

She is not mine. I am free to do as I please, I reminded myself. Only, the things I used to take pleasure in, I no longer did. The momentary satisfaction I'd felt in ending the guard's loathsome existence was fleeting, at best. It did little to assuage my feelings of loss.

Our engagement still stood, and Mab, the Queen of Air and Darkness, would not quickly let our betrayal rest. My mother hunted us both. At least I knew she would not find Lorelei. She would be safely back in her world by now with the Elf by her side. She had made her choice—the choice we both knew she would make.
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Chapter Five
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I disrobed in the cold, letting it sink into my skin. Bathing in tepid water, I examined the wounds that were slow to heal. A knife gash on my side was nearly closed. By morning it would be fully healed. The one on my head, though more painful, was less severe.

Memories of Lorelei tracked through my mind, leaving indelible footprints. There was little use pushing away the bad things. They came, regardless. Might as well welcome it, like an old friend. I've often thought of bad things that way. They kept me vigilant instead of keeping me in fear.

Uneven, dank walls were stained with moisture where moss and bracken grew between the massive cracks and fissures. It was a wonder anything could grow at all in this place. It was constantly humid...scorching hot during the day and blistering cold at night, and everything was tinted in shades of brown.

I was not fond of the dull, earthen-colored garments and cape I was forced to wear. But if I was to remain unrecognized, it was best not to be seen in the full Faerie knight garb I normally wore. Clad in nothing more than drab peasant pants tied loosely at the waist, I climbed into bed, inhaling the smell of earth and moss and fungus. Folding my hands behind my head, I stared up at the darkened ceiling, knowing full well that sleep would continue to evade me until I knew that she was safe.

A distraction. I need a distraction.

I left the bed to grab another jug of spirit and sit at the table.

Sleep took me after the third bottle of ale lay empty on the dirt-covered floor of the Dwarf's hovel.

I leaned my head against the table and let my eyes drift shut. I did not recall the last time I dreamt so often, but this night, my sleep was filled with them.

I was standing over a girl—young, beautiful, human—or nearly so. She lay asleep in her bed, sheets tangled about her long legs. I had come to protect her. To see to it she was not suffering, neither from her gifts nor from our bargain. I knew how the gift of song weighed on her. And yet in truth, it was no real gift at all. She was in possession of magnificence before I came to her. I only gave a little nudge to bring it forth. It was meant to be a gentle push, in the direction best suiting her. Little did I know at the time that it was not.

I had not anticipated the fear and trepidation she would feel with each performance. The need she clung to, of having me there for fear of failing. And the vomit. That alone was indication of my failed intention. Still she performed. For me, as I'd requested. And I came to her, my heart growing heavier with each visit.

The days in between became unbearable, and I found myself seeking opportunities to visit. Each one played out in perfect, agonizing clarity in my sleep. The way her hair curled perfectly around her ear. The way her lips parted slightly as she breathed in rhythmic slumber. It became more than I could bear...a moment of weakness...a fascination that was fast becoming an obsession.
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