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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

I was royally screwed.

I had already dealt with my unforgiving family, fought far too many demons, survived standing on an airport runway, escaped a burning nightclub, and healed from a deadly head injury. 

There was no way I'd survive this.

I looked at Prince Talien, my battle partner, as we stood before the vanquished High Elder. Chang hung from the rotunda ceiling, wrapped in vines and upside-down, and the older man glared at me with a wicked smile as his words reverberated through my head.

Good luck with your mission, as you are now the High Elder.

Silence hung over the vast space, and all the War Mages went dead silent as Chang's words sunk in. The ring of two hundred trapped us, so there was no running. I took a breath, and Talien also remained silent. Somewhere, a vine creaked, and Primrose seethed as her shoulder wound continued healing.

She stared at me from her kneeling position, eyes widening in utter disbelief. 

I never meant for this to happen. 

Aunt Primrose was supposed to beat Chang and take his position, and then we were supposed to convince these ego-heads to march against the demons invading the fae realm.

Chang smiled. 

And I understood exactly what he was doing. He was setting me up for failure. 

The Lovellis would burn, and he couldn't have done anything worse.

I took a step back. "Primrose is supposed to—"

"His words are binding." Talien cut me off, gently taking my wrist with his greenish but elegant hand as a frown lengthened his face. He was shaking, too, but I couldn't tell if it was from using so much magic or this new, terrifying development.

I stared hard at him as my heart pounded in panic. Did he understand what I just landed in?

Swallowing, I tried to avoid looking at the ring of older War Mages, all of whom had decades of magical experience. However, even from my peripheral vision, I noticed stunned indignation spreading through the room. Men and women looked at each other and muttered, ignoring all the vines in the room. Fists tightened, and the air heated, but the Elders couldn't attack, thanks to Talien's faerie tricks. He'd bound them all.

This wasn't supposed to happen.

I wasn't even fully bonded to my battle partner yet, meaning I was weak as far as War Mages went.

"Chang." The white-haired War Mage who officiated the duel stepped forward, momentarily casting his gaze down at Primrose. Then he offered her his hand and helped her stand. Thanks to Talien's healing magic, her cut shoulder now only sported a pink line across it.

Stunned, Primrose accepted the help. She moved her lips wordlessly.

Chang faced him as his burned, scratched face leered. He was staring at the other man. "You know the rules. I have submitted, and Liliana now succeeds me in my position." 

"You cannot choose like this," Primrose said, gathering her wits as her cheeks flushed. "Liliana did not challenge you to a duel, and I did." She slapped her hand over her shoulder, but her blouse hung by a thread over her arm. 

But Chang raised his voice. "It is clear that your niece is stronger than you."

Heart pounding, I looked at the white-haired man wearing an official magenta robe. He had a hint of kindness in his eyes, though bags hung under them, so at least not all the Elders were utterly stuck up. Chang swung again, but the grape vines held him in place, and the whole rotunda looked like a jungle, thanks to Talien and Eveline. 

"Martinez?" Chang asked, clearly waiting for him to speak. 

Martinez glanced at Talien and cleared his throat before pushing out the words. "As the Exalted Elder, I must declare Liliana Lovelli the winner of this duel, as she delivered the winning blows. It is in the Elder Code, and I cannot go against it." 

Ice poured down my spine, and Primrose's jaw dropped. From the ring of people, Jixian gulped, and Landon kept his usual sultry expression. Anger pooled in my chest since Chang ignored this Code when he refused to listen to Primrose about the emergency visit.

Talien faced me, saw my expression, and stared at the floor as his grasp loosened. 

Did he know this was going to happen?

The Elders would never accept me; if I tried, they would make my life an even bigger nightmare than it already was. 

Martinez left Chang hanging there—probably on purpose—as he faced me, seemingly numb. His eyes filled with sympathy. "You must address the Elders." 

My horror magnified as the room seemed to shrink away. Martinez nodded and frowned.  

I needed something to grasp onto. Martinez would be an ally during all this, and I'd need as many as possible. 

Primrose barely held her fury back as she stared at me, dead silent. Anger rose in my chest, and I trembled. I wanted to tell her that we wouldn't win either way. Had I let her bleed out, our family would have lost everything. She should be glad that I was taking our destruction on my shoulders. 

Stop the demons.

A voice rose in my mind, making me remember our mission here. The Elders refused to listen to me before, and now--

Would they?

Could I get the help we needed?

There was just one little problem. I was human and, therefore, terrified of public speaking. 

Beside me, Talien gulped.

"Talien, I need your help." The faerie prince was an eloquent speaker, and I hoped that he rubbed off on me even if he said nothing. And if he'd done this, he would help.

He held my hand without hesitation, but his weakness was apparent from how he shook. Talien was barely holding it together. I was also somewhat depleted. But he seemed determined to help me through this as much as possible. 

I breathed as the world expanded and contracted; nothing seemed real anymore. The rotunda and the assembled Elders seemed to shift. Shocked silence and disbelief choked me. I'd pretend this was a nightmare for now, and if it wasn't, I'd scream somewhere later. 

I cleared my throat as Martinez stood up with me, blocking Chang's view. Yes, he was an ally, even if he disagreed with what happened.

"Elders," I said, unsure how to address the crowd or what salutations to use. 

Talien tightened his grasp on my sweaty palm as my heart raced. 

"I know this is weird, and I didn't mean for things to happen this way—"

"It's that fae brat," an older woman whispered loud enough for me and Talien to hear. 

Brat? I looked at Talien, who looked downright regal in his green robe. 

"My battle partner is Prince Talien, from Oberon's court," I said, determined to defend him, even if he helped to cause this mess. It was easier to support someone else than myself, and the words came more easily now. "And we're here because demons will enslave Oberon very soon. If their realm falls, the entire universe will go with it. That's because the fae realm holds up the natural order of the other worlds. It's life, while the Infernal Dimension is death." 

"Death has her own realm," a man said, sneering at me from the left side of the rotunda.

"From what I understand, she's not evil because someone I know met her once. The Infernal Dimension is nothing but evil, and that's the opposite of what life's supposed to be," I said, throwing words out there as heat raced into my cheeks. "Even that realm might spiral into the Infernal if we don't move. We must go into the fae lands and stop the demon invasion." 

The silence dragged on, and the incredible pressure settled on my shoulders. Talien shifted beside me, shaking. If he dared to speak a word about his life or realm, the curse would take hold, making us look very legitimate in front of these Elders who wanted to see me fail. 

Older women and men didn't want a girl telling them what to do or doing anything better than them. I didn't need decades of experience to know that. 

"How do you know this?" another old man asked. He leaned forward from almost in front of me. He had a heavy New York accent, and seriousness lived in his eyes. The Elder wore a suit as if he wanted to look good while swarming the HQ. 

More mutters spread through the room, but no one stepped forward. 

Talien's deal could force them to observe my new position, but he couldn't control what they thought of me. 

"She shouldn't even be here," a woman said. 

Then the muttering rose into chaotic chatter. The shock was wearing off. 

"Hey! Hey!" I said, but no one was listening to me. 

Primrose appeared at my side, staring at me, silently telling me to move aside, but I couldn't. Jixian pulled Landon from the crowd, and the two silently joined me. Martinez nodded at them, letting them know they were okay, and Landon cast his dreadful influence out at the crowd. Only the War Mages before him calmed down, pulling at their collars and shrinking back at the impending doom he sent. But there was only so much Landon could do. 

"Fix this, Liliana." Primrose barely held back her rage as she stared at Talien and me. 

She should have gotten this position as much as it would have fed her ego. But I already knew there was nothing I could do. War Mages took forever to deliberate, and I was new here. I was curious to see how the governing worked, how decisions were made, or how long that would take. 

Being here might slow things down even more than usual. I knew the High Elder wasn't the end-all since Elders had to meet to do anything.

"How?" I stared at Primrose. "I didn't think this was going to happen." 

Primrose swallowed as her blue and magenta eyes flashed. Then she flicked her gaze to Talien. 

She blamed him more than me, but that didn't make me feel better. 

Talien released my hand and clapped as if he were a teacher trying to get a room of little kids under control. "You must listen to Liliana and consider her input!" 

Primrose closed her eyes and sighed, and Jixian drew closer to me, but the poor man looked ready to vomit. He'd suffered his share of unaccepting people and didn't need any more.

But somehow, Talien's powerful male voice got the noise level to quiet, and the Elders all stared at him as if shocked he dared to open his mouth. But no one went against him. He was a natural speaker, and I was going to need him.

Even if he couldn't speak on his own that much, and I had little energy left to give to him.

He looked at me, and then he frowned in an apology. The energy flowing from me to him stopped like he was plugging a drain, and with horror, I knew what was coming. Talien couldn't hold it together anymore and was trying to help me conserve my strength. 

So, I needed to take over. 

"Now isn't the time for a bunch of arguments. We need to stop doing that," I said, pushing out the words. The ring of Elders and the hanging vines turned into blurs, and the room felt like it was closing in. Martinez nodded, encouraging me, and I'd thank him later. "We must decide how to tackle the demon threat and stop it, once and for all. We're War Mages, and we're supposed to do that. And that's all I have to say." 

Talien smiled at me as if his influence had helped me to speak, and hope bloomed in my chest. Maybe he was holding it together.

Until an old man grunted in disbelief, and another snorted. 

I was the biggest joke they'd ever seen.

And just then, the golden light exploded around Talien, and he shrunk, reverting to his cursed form. Despite my helping him, he couldn't keep it up forever.

Tex stood beside me a moment later, and even the meanest cat in the world couldn't save me now. 


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

The central rotunda turned into a flurry of activity as soon as Tex revealed the nature of his curse. He stared up at me and meowed, and I picked him up as people peeled themselves from the walls, chatting.

Primrose, to my shock, stayed back as if I had a disease. But she was bound by Talien's words, too. I wondered if he'd bound every War Mage in the world, forcing them to accept my position.

Even if that were true, I couldn't do this. I was a complete failure just a month ago, and now—

I wasn't supposed to be the High Elder. 

Martinez stood close to us, protective. He wasn't an evil Exalted Elder, and I guessed he was like the secretary or vice president to the High Elder. He leaned closer to me. "The Council will meet with you shortly."

Yes, there was a Council, and they'd sent people to watch me fail in that dojo right before all this started. This was not going to go well. Heck, it already wasn't. I was disqualified in the eyes of almost everyone.

I could barely breathe as Martinez led me not down the kitchen corridor, which was choked with grape vines, but to the door on its right. These double doors were flung open since the Elders had been searching for intruders earlier. The open doors revealed a carpeted corridor complete with old portraits and potted plants likely kept alive by Eveline. 

Despite slowly closing in as they spoke amongst themselves, the Elders parted to allow me access. 

My mouth went dry. 

"I will walk with you," Martinez said, standing between my aunt and me.

She walked close to us as I held Tex, who everyone looked at with curiosity and amusement. Elders whispered to each other. Tex lowered his curly ears and stared at them, growling at everyone we passed but Martinez and Primrose. 

Primrose sighed on the other side of Martinez. 

I had to get her to stop. "We didn't lose our status today."

My aunt wouldn't look at me. She stared straight ahead. "Not today, but there is always tomorrow." 

I couldn't tell if she was angry at Chang or at me. Tex nuzzled me, offering comfort. 

"Thanks for your vote of confidence." She expected me to fail, too, and I didn't blame her. Then I looked at Tex and stared right into his cat eyes. "We are having a talk later." 

He growled in my face, but I didn't set him down. At least his bargain still stood because I made it to the end of the corridor without dying, despite all the glares on the back of my head. 

Shove the fear down. Just shove it down and feel it later. I'd been trained to do that, and I would do it now. War Mages had no time for emotions other than anger in the heat of battle, and I was sure Normal soldiers felt the same. 

A pair of double doors waited at the end of the carpeted corridor. Martinez held one open for us, and the room inside made me gulp. 

A vast, vaulted room waited on the other side, flanked by waterfalls that ran down the walls. The smell of moisture hit me. We had a similar space in Cumberland's Underground, typically used for ceremonies and funerals. 

Our ceremony room didn't have a long table and literal throne at one end, though.

Well, it wasn't quite a throne, but close. The leather chair at the far end was gilded with gold and a few jewels and had a high back sure to dwarf whoever sat there. The chair was flanked by statues depicting the War God Mars in two battle poses. The fantasy-movie long table stretched out from it, and I counted twelve...no, twenty-four smaller chairs.

Mars donned his broom helmet, armor, and powerful chest. Mars had Xavier's jawline and that cunning look in his eyes that I knew well. The god held his sword menacingly on the left and even more on the right. Neither statue looked happy.

With a sinking feeling, I realized I was to sit in that chair. 

Tex eyed the statues and meowed in my ear, and though he was entirely in cat form, I understood the meaning. 

You belong there.

I didn't think so, even though my family descended from the War God. With the Elders behind me, I felt small and insignificant. 

Martinez appeared beside me and motioned to the chair. 

"This is a mistake," I whispered.

"It is the code. Chang submitted to you," Martinez said, leaving no room for argument now that business was happening. 

Footsteps filled the corridor. The other Elders were following us.

He was changing his tone with them closer to us, which meant they also intimidated him. "A duel has not happened in hundreds of years due to the risks involved to the challenger's family, but it is the most surefire way of choosing our best possible leader."

Martinez was still defending me, despite everything.

Beside him, Primrose remained still, and Jixian grimaced at me. I wanted them by my side for this. But there was a better time to ask how much power I had, and it wasn't as if I'd keep it for very long.

Numbness swept over me as I walked down the length of the massive meeting room and towards the chair. It was the longest and shortest walk I'd ever taken.

And it felt even stranger to sit there. This was the seat Chang occupied for however long he was High Elder and the seat Primrose wanted. Martinez took the chair to my right and sat closest to me, and the table order clearly determined who was most important in the room. Tex wiggled from my grasp, and he sat on the table and lowered his ears as if daring the Elders to say a word. 

He seemed to work well, and everyone, including Primrose, stared at him as people slowly sat down. Well, the Council of two dozen. Other Elders had to stand, including my aunt, in the spray of the waterfalls.

Jixian and Landon stood behind me, and no one told them to leave the room and play as I expected. Even Eveline, the fae servant, stood behind me as if she knew Tex and I were her saviors and her key out of here. 

I could free her since she wasn't bound by a faerie contract but by a secret demon's deceptions. And I would. My mouth dried as I prepared to speak. 

"So, do we call this meeting to order?" 

Martinez nodded at me, though doubt still lived in his features. The waterfalls all gurgled, filling the room with their relaxing sound. I was going to need it. 

"We call this meeting to order," Martinez said.

"This…this is ridiculous and a joke," another man said halfway down the long table. He glared at me, and the room heated, but the faerie bargain still stood. My heart raced as I knew what he wanted to do to me, not just because I was young and not fully bonded to my battle partner yet. I was a Lovelli, and the current of green jealousy ran through the room. 

Martinez turned to him with patience. He was the most rational War Mage I had ever met. "The conditions were met in the duel that Chang agreed to with Prince Talien. He is wise, and I trust his judgment. Did anyone cut him down from those vines?"

I didn't see him, and Primrose looked at the ceiling, hiding a smile. 

"I'll go and cut him down." A younger Elder, a man in his fifties, exited the room. 

"Let's not ignore the elephant in the room," a woman said, side-eyeing me.

Tex growled, rising, and I was glad for him. He was regal in his proper form but terrifying in his cursed one.

I had to get these people to work with me. How hard was that going to be?

The meeting started with introductions and an explanation of the meeting schedule, and Martinez handled it well. 

The Elders handled that part too well.

As the hour dragged on, it became clear that we were wasting breath and time—everybody's time—with all this small talk. 

But the Elders couldn't hold back on discussing their favorite topic—themselves. With each introduction came several long stories about each Council member's accomplishments. I heard all about when each Council member's term started. Everything about each one's family line, and every detail about the cities and the Supernaturals they managed. 

No one talked about roasting demons, and that unnerved me.

Though I tried listening, my eyes quickly glassed over. If they were trying to crush me with impatience, it was working. Even Martinez slowly turned his mouth into a frown and nodded as if his mind was gone.

"And what are your accomplishments?" The mean guy from New York leaned forward, clearly interrogating me. He had a neatly trimmed mustache.

It was my turn to speak, and then I forced the words out as my frustration shoved my terror aside. "I helped to save the world once, I've uncovered a demon plot to destroy the universe, and I plan to stop them. I've also killed two demons so far. Jixian and Prince Talien were a massive help, and without them, we won't be moving forward. My Aunt Primrose is also helping a lot with this." I wouldn't leave anyone out or say my brother was still trapped in the fae realm.

Xavier could get these ego heads to listen, even if he was scared his power would make us a target. We were already a target, which would force his hand. Wow, Xavier would get so mad about this and roast these people.

No one spoke, but a few eyes widened down the table, and some of the Elders on the sidelines pushed closer to listen. One man cupped his ear, and I repeated myself, trying to get my voice under control. 

Martinez eyed me like he wanted to know more, and it was clear we'd need to talk the second this meeting let out. 

"When is our next meeting about this?" The mean guy wouldn't let up and wanted to be the loudest voice in the room. 

I gulped because they all wanted this first meeting to end, and I had the power to decide. Indecision gripped me; I needed to cool off and collect my thoughts before making decisions. I blurted it out. "In twenty-four hours."

Grunts ran up and down the table. The Elders didn't like their meetings then, so nothing ever got done in the Supernatural world. People got up, though I hadn't closed this meeting yet, and shuffled to the door. 

I took a breath because I'd let them go for now. But the horror that I'd made a mistake gripped me. 

Martinez leaned closer as if sensing my distress. "They will be back, and denying a meeting is against our code. Considering your situation, it is a good idea to collect your thoughts before doing anything."

"Thank you." 

Tex rose and rubbed against me, purring ever so slightly. He had such a quiet, soothing purr for such a big cat, and I petted him, determined not to break down until the room was empty of all but the ones I trusted.

And the room emptied as fast as it could, leaving Martinez, Primrose, and the rest of my group. Landon glared after the Elders, propelling them out of the room. Footfalls faded, leaving just the gurgling of the waterfalls and the two Mars statues flanking us. 

"Liliana, I'm impressed," Jixian said. 

The chair swiveled, despite being gilded, and I faced him. "They all hated my guts." 

"It sounds like that's normal here?" He shrugged, and it was clear he didn't completely understand. 

"They should be uncomfortable." Landon continued to glare through the double doors and into the corridor. The Elders, I knew, would go to the kitchen and eat before Transposing back home. Some might stay here for the waiting period. After all, we were under one of the poles, meaning everyone would have to travel thousands of miles via magic. That required incredible energy.

Tex meowed, head-butting me on the shoulder. I petted him again, glad for his presence.

"This is an unprecedented situation," Primrose said, careful to bite in any more words. She shifted like she feared me, and though anger burned in her eyes, she held back any insults or stabs at my ability. She, too, was bound by Talien's deal. 

Or maybe she regretted all the times she implied I wasn't worth it. 

I was—

I was in charge here. 

At least, I was until someone dueled me and won. It was only because of Talien that I was here and because of him that no Elder had challenged me yet. No one wanted to hang upside down from the ceiling for all to see. 

But someone would move eventually, so we had to march on the demons fast. After that, I didn't care what happened. 

I would take this one day at a time.

"You did quite well," Martinez told me. Kindness filled his eyes. "This is a callous crowd, and you have some high potential." 

I didn't see it. "Are the ELders like this with everyone?" I eyed the door for Chang, who would indeed watch me fail. 

He nodded. "You are by far the youngest High Elder in our history, and if it is true that the demons are going to cause the universe to fall into the Infernal Dimension, that does not matter because we need to act." He still felt me out and didn't want to jump to conclusions. "You took a huge risk by joining the duel. Now, this prince. I wasn't aware that the fae could shapeshift." 

So, the Elders thought Talien had become a cat on purpose. I'd have to leave it that way, even with Martinez. Even Primrose's glare warned me not to correct him. "We don't know much about them or their realm since they keep things secret. But I know there's a demon trying to unseat Oberon because I heard it straight from his mouth." I pointed to Tex, who nodded. "Everyone knows the fae can't lie. And by the way, Eveline here is free to go." If I was lucky, I could do one good thing while I was here and during my days-long term. 

She inclined her head in gratitude but did not thank me since thanking was a bad idea in the faerie world. "I will help with the fight." 

Martinez frowned, but not at her. Instead, he leaned close to me. "You must be very careful going forward. You can call meetings and go in and out, and you can access all parts of the headquarters anytime you want. But you cannot make decisions without the Council's approval, and the Council is filled with Elders who want power. You must make a compelling case for going forward by tomorrow." Martinez stepped back. "I will stay with you tonight just in case anyone tries anything. If you approve, of course."

"What if someone wants to duel?" I asked. 

Martinez cleared his throat. "Duels are only allowed once every three years, at minimum, to prevent too much war within our ranks. I will show you where you can look up the Elder Code to familiarize you with it. You will need all the help you can get because the position of High Elder lasts for life unless someone duels you out of your rank."


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Martinez gave us a tour of the headquarters, which had plenty of facilities, including hotel rooms, libraries, a full-service theater, and a pool. Tex walked beside me, and Primrose slowly released her anger. The tour helped us all to calm down.

I focused on that because that beat the alternative. Keeping myself sane enough to take the next step was the priority.

He explained that the headquarters was under some ice cap. Only the pool room had decent heat until Martinez added magenta fire to some lanterns and torches on the walls simply by touching them. The place looked like a vacation getaway. Unfortunately, some Elders were staying here until tomorrow, judging from the closed hotel room doors in what he called the North Wing. 

"This place is amazing," Jixian said, admiring the movie theater as he walked with us. 

"We don't have time for that now. Why do the Elders normally only meet once per year?" I turned to Martinez as we backed out of the dark room, which no one was using.

He frowned. "These luxuries are normal for us, and the Elders…do not enjoy each other's company much. It's unfortunate, as it blocks progress on important issues."

Primrose grunted. She was still the head of Cumberland's Underground and had also looked the other way on some issues. And I was tired of it. At least Martinez was honest, and I needed to find other people like him. 

He showed me to my room at the end of the corridor, which had a fancy electronic lock, and it was clean and dust-free, likely thanks to Eveline. A canopy bed waited, along with a hot tub and a huge closet filled with an assortment of purple robes and clothes for both sexes. Clearly, a series of High Elders had occupied this place, and Eveline had kept various clothes here to make things easier. Martinez suggested I sleep so I could function at my best, and Landon and Jixian left me and Tex alone to go off somewhere else. I knew Landon would keep Jixian safe since no one wanted to mess with him. 

Once Martinez vanished, promising he'd stay close, that left Primrose and me staring at each other, plus Tex on the bed. She stood before the open door, a mixture of emotions on her face. 

"You shouldn't be here," she said. 

Was she angry or scared? 

"I know I shouldn't. If I could hand this to you—"

Primrose shocked me by seizing my arm. "People will try to destroy you, Liliana, and we don't need that. You need to watch out for everyone. Do you hear me? Everyone." 

The pressure settled on my shoulders. 

Now that her shock had worn off and she could reason, my aunt was worried about me, and rightly so. She knew I hadn't done this intentionally and understood I couldn't escape it quickly. Why did she ever try to get here? 

Then she glared at Tex, who still stood on the bed.

Oh. 

"I will," I said.

She left a moment later, likely to find her own hotel room, leaving Tex and me alone with each other. The door closed and clicked.

"We're having a talk," I told him, dropping a stack of books on a table. Martinez had handed me several about the Elder Code and one full of rites I'd need. 

Tex eyed a full dining room attached to the living room. Decorative platters and jeweled chalices sat on the table.

He didn't want to have this conversation.

"Other form, please." I couldn't yell at a cat, and I needed to hear Talien offer his explanation. "We had enough time to replenish our magic." Martinez had already gotten me some snacks from the kitchen.

The golden light exploded after a moment, and Talien sat on the edge of the bed, hands on his green-robed lap. He appeared tired, with bags under his eyes, and his long, green hair was a mess. 

"Why did the Elders not respect you?" He looked up at me with genuine confusion. "The men especially acted hostile to you during that meeting." 

My jaw dropped, and then I got my composure. "It's because I'm a young woman, and you know how some men hate it when a young woman does anything better than they do. My brother told me horror stories from online gaming. The guys always gave Alyssa crap whenever she beat them on anything."

I was losing it, mainly because Talien didn't get it. Then again, he'd never wallowed in that experience. He probably got respect when he could first walk due to his royal status.

"Your world treats young women differently?"

Did they have equality in the fae realm among the sexes? "Yes. Some men treat us like that, though Martinez isn't one of them, and neither is my brother."

Talien frowned as he seemed to think about that. "That is wrong."

"I didn't want this position," I said. "And you knew it might happen." 

Talien gripped the edge of the bed, curling the sheets in his green fists. "It must, or we will not save all of the worlds. One of us needed to take charge, which was a tough decision for me. I did not expect that vile Elder to yield to you and to place this burden on your head, and I expected him to yield to the Lovelli family, which includes Primrose."

He was telling the truth. But Talien knew this was a possibility, and he should have warned me before I attacked Chang, who might still be in the complex. Then again, I'd been around him long enough to know he had tricks up his sleeve and to expect the unexpected. 

"I don't know if I'll survive this burden," I said. "We're linked, and if one of us dies, we both die. Apparently, it's because we share lifeforce or something."

Talien didn't flinch, and he hadn't done this trick lightly. "I will help you navigate this the best I can. It is best if the Elders do not know I am cursed and that I shift into a cat willingly." 

"I agree." 

"I am experienced in dealing with the powerful." 

"Well, you're a prince." Why did I even want to argue with Talien? What else was he supposed to do when the world was at stake? He didn't want to burden me and hadn't chosen his evil half-sister, Solara, the secret demon. He hadn't asked to remain the only free Seelie Court's royal family member. 

Talien nodded. "We must rest because I cannot hold up my true form for long. We will face what will come tomorrow." 

 

* * * * *

 

Talien allowed the curse to retake him. Tex curled beside me as I slept, utterly exhausted from all the interaction. I didn't have the energy left to dream, but I forgot I was sleeping under one of the poles for a while and didn't know where I was. Confusion still stole over me as I woke the following day and found myself in a vast, unfamiliar room with a lump near my legs. Tex was curled up on the bed, sleeping beside me, and all my muscles ached from shoving stuff up against the kitchen door yesterday.
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