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      Liquid fire surged beneath Sabine’s skin. The mental exercises she’d honed since childhood shattered beneath the agony searing through her left arm. She stared upward, refusing to betray her weakness by letting her tears fall.

      “Good. Just a few more alterations,” Elder Turvina murmured, clicking her tongue in approval. As one of the oldest fae in the Court, her magic carried enough weight to inspire a quiet deference from even the highest-ranking nobles. Not that it eased Sabine’s resentment in that moment.

      She pierced Sabine’s skin again, sending a jagged pulse of magic through her nerve endings. The ink hissed faintly as the needle bit deeper. “Elegant, graceful, and powerful. This may be one of my best works yet.”

      As heir to the Unseelie throne, Sabine had been marked before—but never like this, and never with so much at stake. Sabine gritted her teeth, tempted to yank the needle from the woman’s hand and stab her with it. A fresh wave of nausea rose, and her vision swam. Fighting to remain conscious, she struggled to breathe through the dense, cloying incense saturating the air. If she passed out, rumors would spread that she lacked the strength, will, and discipline necessary to acquire her marks. She couldn’t risk shaming her lineage. The consequences were unfathomable—and deadly.

      Sabine took a shaky breath, unsure how much longer she could last. Her silvery-white hair clung to her sweat-dampened skin, limp and tangled from the hours spent beneath Turvina’s needle. The crystal hourglass had already been turned four times. Surely it couldn’t go on much longer.

      Turvina bent her head to study Sabine’s arm and let out a pleased hum. The older woman’s weathered, time-worn face was a rare sight among the fae. Most retained their youthful beauty for centuries, their features untouched by age until they ascended to Elderhood. Only those who had lived for over a thousand years, wielded immense magic, or endured great sacrifice bore the marks of time. Turvina had done all three. Despite the ancient burns covering her hands, her movements were steady and unhurried.

      Sabine’s gaze lingered on the painful scars marring Turvina’s skin before she forced herself to look away. Most fae would have hidden such marks beneath layers of glamour, but Turvina wore them like the badges of honor they were. They served as a constant reminder of her sacrifice during the Dragon War. Turvina’s parents and much of her family had been massacred while defending Faerie from foreign invaders, but she had survived.

      Sabine remembered the whispered stories traded between the sidhe, how Turvina had once stood on top of the westernmost crystal tower, acting as an anchor for a binding ward meant to trap a greater dragon. When the beast unleashed its fire, they couldn’t contain it completely. Stepping outside the seal would have unraveled the magic, so Turvina had held her ground while the fae attacked. The flames scorched her flesh, but the ward held. The dragon was destroyed, and Turvina lived, changed and forever marked by the power she had wielded.

      The thought of dragons sent a ripple of fear through her that was enough to make Turvina’s eyes narrow. Desperate for a distraction, Sabine turned her attention to the Elder’s long white hair. It had been arranged in an artful display of forty-two braids, accentuating the gentle slope of her pointed ears. Each braid had been plaited with flowers, crystal beads, and tiny silver bells that chimed whenever the woman moved. Sabine had spent the first few minutes repeatedly counting the plaits as they swung back and forth. Then she moved on to the flowers. The next hour had gone to the beads. Perhaps it was time to start on the bells.

      “I heard Queen Mali’theoria is returning tomorrow to assess this latest undertaking. She was quite specific in her instructions about how your new power was to be harnessed.” The ancient fae dipped her needle into the blood-infused ink on the nearby table. The metallic scent of blood and tangy ozone thickened the air, charging it with elemental power. The needle began to glow silver as Turvina instilled the magic needed to complete her work.

      Sabine squeezed her eyes shut and braced for the next assault. Clenching her fists until her nails bit into her palms, she sent another silent request to the absent gods for endurance and strength. Sweat dripped down her face from the stifling heat and hours of pain she’d already endured.

      “You’ve been marking Sabin’theoria’s skin for nearly five hours now, Turvina,” Giannia said from the far side of the room. “If your intention was to break the princess’s will, you have failed. The Unseelie queen is not known for her forgiveness, and you risk much by extending her daughter’s session beyond the sands in the glass.”

      Sabine blinked open her eyes, surprised by the sharpness of her tutor’s words. Giannia stood near the crystal wall, her smoky lilac hair coiled into a modest knot at the nape of her neck. Her violet eyes glowed with restrained anger, and her nails had already sharpened into wicked talons.

      Uh oh. Her night harpy side was showing. That never boded well.

      Few dared risk offending Turvina, a fact the Elder seemed to relish. But Giannia had a point—and a fierce protective instinct.

      If Sabine failed to complete this marking, Turvina’s life might be forfeit. The Unseelie queen wouldn’t tolerate any failure involving her heir, and she was ruthless in assigning blame. Sabine couldn’t help but wonder if Turvina was intentionally courting death’s embrace.

      “Bah.” Turvina waved off Giannia’s warning. “If Sabin’theoria intends to be our queen one day, this is nothing compared to what she’ll face. You don’t see me complaining, and I’ve been the one etching her skin for hours. But if the princess isn’t up to the sacrifice required to harness her abilities…”

      The Elder’s voice trailed off, but the threat and challenge in her eyes were clear. Sabine swallowed her reservations, determined to see it through.

      “Finish it,” she managed, biting out the words through clenched teeth. Giannia might mean well, but the last thing Sabine needed was gossip about her inability to control her magic. The fae didn’t reward or respect weakness.

      The Elder gave a faint nod of approval and drove the needle into Sabine’s skin again. Agony rippled down her arm like molten glass, searing her soul as the blood-infused ink bound her power to the new markings. She squeezed her eyes shut, clamping down on the cry that threatened to betray her.

      “That leaf design already captures the moon phases,” Giannia murmured, her voice much closer now. “You’ve woven the lunar thread beautifully. If the princess can guide it with a mere drop of blood, what more is left to be done?”

      Something hot and wet dripped from her arm, but she couldn’t risk looking. Feeling it was one thing, but seeing it might push her over the edge. She had to focus on the purpose behind this trial.

      All magic demanded a sacrifice, and this pain was hers. The ability to harness the moon’s power was rare, coveted even among the Unseelie. Few outside the royal bloodlines ever possessed such a gift. She’d come into hers earlier than anyone expected, and it was critical she learn to master it. The alternative could plunge their world into darkness—not exactly the kind of footnote she wanted on a royal resume.

      “Just a few finishing touches for our future queen,” Turvina said, plucking a small white lendonian blossom from one of the braids in her hair. She pressed it to her lips, then blew across Sabine’s arm, sending a sharp wave of power rippling through her. The ink pulsed, binding itself deeper into her skin. “I’ve infused the essence of night-blooming flowers into the mark. The gift of seduction runs strong in her line, but even those resistant to her charms will be swayed by the scent of our precious blooms.”

      “That’s a Seelie ability,” Giannia sputtered in shock. “Lendonian flowers or not, you’re out of line, Turvina. Not only are you attempting to make our future queen beholden to you with this so-called gift, but you dare mark her with the sign of those gods-grovelers?”

      Sabine’s gaze drifted to the smoky ceiling. “Do not forget that I am part-Seelie by right of birth, Giannia. My loyalty lies with the Unseelie, but I carry both aspects of power. Even my mother uses lendonian oil in her arts. The flowers may be associated with the Seelie, but they prefer the light of the full moon.”

      “You are decades from reaching your majority, Princess,” Giannia argued, her voice gruff and edged with concern. “The Council of Eight will not approve a consort until you claim your throne and reach your centennial. This sort of ornamentation was not sanctioned under Queen Mali’theoria’s agreement with Elder Turvina.”

      Turvina gave a dismissive snort. “A debt may be settled at any time. And this gift will flourish as her power deepens.”

      “Our future queen is not some Seelie whore you can shackle with obligation.”

      Sabine flinched at Giannia’s words, but Turvina waved a hand in silent reprimand to keep still. Sabine blew out a breath and shot her tutor a warning look, but she was focused on the Elder. With hands on her hips and a glare that could cut stone, Giannia looked ready to confiscate Turvina’s needles.

      Part of Sabine really hoped she would.

      “Do you seek to deprive the girl of a future weapon in her arsenal?” Turvina asked, dipping her needles into the ink once more. “If those damned fools on the council follow the same path they did with our queen, they’ll match Sabin’theoria with a Seelie husband. She’ll need tremendous power to keep him under her heel.”

      “Don’t blaspheme while the Seelie prince is still under our roof,” Giannia snapped, her foot tapping against the magic-infused crystal floor. “If Prince Rhys or his guards were to overhear such a comment, we’ll both be stripped of our titles and exiled by morning.”

      “Giannia, enough,” Sabine said sharply. Discussions about her twin brother, Rhys, were a sore subject. It was taking everything she had to stay above the pain. “The hour grows late. Let Elder Turvina finish.”

      “As the princess wills it,” Giannia muttered, stepping back with a stiff nod, though her jaw remained tight. Sabine squeezed her eyes shut again. She’d need to smooth things over with Giannia later, but surviving Turvina’s torture-by-needle was her first priority.

      Turvina harrumphed. “Your mother likely has a great many plans for future markings, but this gift will set you apart from most other rulers. Why, in a mere decade, you’ll be able to turn the heads of even your greatest foes. You shall be adored, beloved… right up until the moment you crush them.”

      A hard lump formed in Sabine’s throat. The idea of ruling was daunting. Fortunately, she had centuries before her mother would surrender her crown. Until then, she needed to learn and harness as much power as possible. The weak didn’t survive long in Faerie, especially not under her mother’s rule.

      But first, she had to endure this marking and demonstrate the strength of will to wield such power. It was only the beginning of many trials yet to come.

      Failure wouldn’t just cost her the crown. She might be her mother’s heir, but Sabine harbored no illusions. Queen Mali’theoria would murder her own daughter without hesitation if Sabine proved unworthy. She couldn’t afford to ever forget that.
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      Another hour crawled by before Turvina finally set down her needles.

      “My work is complete, Your Highness,” she announced, wiping her hands with a nearby cloth. “I’ll be taking my leave now.”

      Sabine tried to sit up, but collapsed back against the lounge, her strength failing her. Black spots danced at the edges of her vision. Turvina had only marked her arm, but every part of her body throbbed.

      She couldn’t afford to faint. Not here. Not now. She had to reach her chambers before anyone noticed how close she was to breaking. Spies were everywhere.

      Gritting her teeth, she braced her palms against the chair and tried again to push herself upright.

      Giannia rushed to her side and slipped an arm around her shoulders, guiding her into a seated position. “Easy, Princess. Take it slow.”

      Sabine swallowed hard and leaned into her. Giannia steadied her, then reached for a pillow and wedged it behind her for support.

      Once she was settled, Sabine motioned weakly toward the side table. “The box, if you will, Giannia.”

      Giannia hesitated only a moment before retrieving the small, jewel-encrusted crystal container and placing it in Sabine’s lap.

      It took several tries before Sabine managed to open the lid. A slender vial rested atop a bed of midnight-blue satin, its silver liquid shimmering like starlight.

      Not trusting herself to lift the vial, she tilted the box toward Turvina, who was staring at it with undisguised longing.

      “One of the last remaining vials of traverein,” Sabine said. “It was blended with a single drop from the Well, gathered by Theoria herself before the Hall of the Gods was sealed. May it ease your hands… and settle the debt incurred by your gift.”

      Turvina pressed a hand to her mouth, eyes welling with tears. She dropped to her knees and bowed her head. “Your Highness, I am truly humbled by this offering. You have honored me more than I ever dreamed. I am forevermore in your debt.”

      “Rise, Elder Turvina,” Sabine said, replacing the lid on the jeweled case and gesturing to her tutor.

      Giannia stepped forward, retrieved the box, and quietly transferred it to Turvina’s belongings. The older fae was shaking so badly, she might drop the vial before she could use it to heal her aching hands. Neither Sabine nor Giannia would shame her by acknowledging the raw, unguarded emotion. The traverein was one of the few relics left in the world able to heal any wound without stripping away the magic earned through sacrifice. It was priceless beyond measure.

      Giannia collected Turvina’s bag and led her to the door. As her tutor pressed the crystal panel embedded in the wall, the sealed doorway shimmered, then dissolved. A rush of fresh air spilled in from the garden beyond.

      Sabine inhaled greedily, relieved to breathe something other than blood, magic, and incense. The room had been sealed to prevent foreign enchantments from interfering with the skin etching.

      Giannia passed Turvina’s bag to a waiting servant. As the Elder stepped into the corridor, one of Sabine’s guards moved forward. He cast a quick glance in Sabine’s direction, then leaned toward Giannia to speak in a low voice.

      Judging by the fervent whispers and the guard’s rigid posture, something had happened while she’d been locked inside the meditation chamber.

      Sabine flung her silk robe over her shoulders, wincing as the enchanted fabric clung momentarily to her raw skin. The threads were woven to mold to the wearer’s aura, and hers was a tangle of magic and pain.

      Until her power returned and she could weave glamour that didn’t ripple like pond water in a windstorm, she’d have to rely on mundane means to hide the design. If the wrong eyes caught a glimpse, whispers would spread before she reached her chambers. Secrecy was paramount. Visibility meant vulnerability.

      Giannia turned, her expression grim. “Your beastman protector has been unavoidably delayed.”

      Sabine stiffened and looked to the guard for confirmation. He gave a terse nod. Balkin wasn’t merely a guard. He was her blood-bonded shield, a trusted advisor, and one of the few she considered family. He should have been here—especially now, when she was at her weakest and her mother was absent from court.

      Tension between the Seelie and Unseelie had been escalating for months. Sabine’s naming as heir had only sharpened the divide, especially with her twin brother soon to denounce his ties to her court. Every step she took, every breath she drew, felt balanced on the edge of war.

      “What’s happened, Vaelor?”

      The guard bowed low. “Forgive the intrusion, Your Highness. The Seelie guards have crossed the borders into our lands under the guise of protecting their future heir. They came nearly two hundred strong. Commander Balkin is attempting to keep order in Queen Mali’theoria’s absence. He has entrusted your safety to your personal guards.”

      Sabine frowned, understanding the implications immediately. “My brother hasn’t renounced his ties to the Unseelie yet. Even when he does, the treaties only allow a score of Seelie guards within the palace. They wouldn’t have dared such a move if my mother was here. Where are the excess guards camped?”

      Vaelor’s eyes gleamed with approval at her insight. “The interlopers are stationed along the eastern forest’s edge. At present, you have only five guards as your personal escort. The others have been called away to keep the Seelie at bay. Commander Balkin bids you return to your quarters until he or Queen Mali’theoria can relieve us.”

      Sabine’s mouth thinned. If the moon phase hadn’t demanded this etching be done today, they would have waited until more allies were in the palace. She was far too exposed. They all were. Of all the nights for the Seelie to push their boundaries, it had to be the one where her power was as steady as a goblin walking a tightrope.

      “I’ll be ready in a moment, Vaelor,” Sabine said, tying the sash around her waist.

      “Our captain is securing the wards. Once he gives the all-clear, we’ll be ready to depart.”

      Sabine inclined her head. After he’d retreated, she turned to Giannia. “Is it possible my mother’s return is what stirred the commotion at the borders?”

      “We can only hope. If that’s the case, the strength of her escort will give the Seelie pause. We can’t afford to take chances. We must heed Vaelor’s warning and get you to safety. The wards around your wing are among the strongest in the palace. Your guards can defend from there.”

      Sabine nodded.

      Giannia slipped an arm around Sabine and helped her stand. “We should take the back stairways, Princess. There are fewer watchful eyes.”

      Sabine’s vision swam, her knees threatening to buckle. Giannia tightened her grip, keeping her upright. Fortunately, her tutor was stronger than she appeared.

      “I won’t fool anyone for long,” Sabine murmured. “My magic’s too depleted for complicated glamour. Tarron may need to act as my escort. He’s done it often enough that few will question it.”

      “You must walk on your own power,” Giannia whispered urgently. “Other than your personal escort, the guards and servants on this level aren’t blood-sworn. They’ll spread gossip faster than the wind carries pollen to the pixies. You cannot appear weakened in front of them.”
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