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Chapter 1

The Black Abyss





Ayla

Afew weeks ago, in my safe little job at the café where my biggest concern in life was getting through high school unscathed by drama, I wouldn’t have imagined that anything could have convinced me to leap headlong through a Fae portal into the dark and dangerous unknown of the Void.

But now, as I’m plummeting into it yet again to rescue someone I love, I realize how many reasons I have now to brave this danger. Grandpa. My parents. Reina, Callan, Madison, Rory, Champ, even Striker. I would risk this for any one of them… and I have. But Jordan—oh, Jordan. I would leap into the Void a million times over, if I knew for sure it would save you.


      [image: ]One Week Earlier (just after leaping through the breach behind the cabin)

The sound of Striker fighting the hounds cut off abruptly as the darkness of the Void swallowed me. The shimmering breach behind me snapped shut, taking with it the last of the light—my last tie back to Earthside. I hit the hard ground and stumbled. At least I’d managed to stay on my feet this time. 

The darkness pressed in on me from every side, absolute and somehow tangible. I swore I could feel it, cold and clammy, resting on my skin. The two backpacks of supplies I carried—mine and Striker’s—hung heavy from each of my shoulders. I’d get back and neck cramps from carrying them for long, for sure, but at least I would have supplies.

Not that I was sure what to do with them, or how to make camp in a place like this, even if I wanted to. I was terrified to move. Without seeing what was around me, I had no way of knowing I wasn’t about to walk off a cliff… or into something worse, like the Veil-Dearg I’d met here just hours before. Or possibly five days before, according to how long Striker said I’d been missing before I reappeared Earthside.

Five days. I hadn’t had time to fully consider the strange way time moved in the Veil before leaping right back into this place. What if the days were already speeding by Earthside as I stood here? And my friends, wherever they were, and Jordan… was time speeding by for them, too? The familiar claws of panic dug into my chest.

I forced a breath. I couldn’t let myself worry about that now. Striker had said time moved strangely in some parts of the Veil. Maybe I was worrying about nothing. Either way, I couldn’t stand here in the dark, panicking. I had to find Prince Kaizyn and get his help.

The metal rod of the ward key still lay warm against my collarbone, hanging from Callan’s necklace where I’d left it. It had kicked me back Earthside before—just in time to save me from the Veil-Dearg. It was a relief knowing I had a key to reactivate the breach, assuming it would work again if I needed it to. But I couldn’t go back Earthside, yet. This time, I had come here for a reason.

I eased Callan’s necklace from beneath my shirt, careful not to touch the key, and lifted up the smooth stone. The stone that Callan said would lead me to Prince Kaizyn.

At first I couldn’t see the stone at all—I couldn’t even see my own hand in front of me—but as my fingers closed tight around it, it grew warm beneath my touch.

And then it glowed.

It was faint, all things considered, barely more than the glow of a cell phone screen, but there in that dark abyss, it may as well have been a beacon. I stared at it for one long, grateful moment, eyes stinging and watering from the light, before I realized if I could see the light, so could anything else. I gasped and shoved the stone back beneath my shirt.

As it settled against my skin, the stone’s warm glow—which was now muted by my shirt—intensified into a hum. Then I felt it, a strange pull in my chest, like someone had tied a string around my heart and tugged.

This way.

It was wordless but unmistakable. I took a cautious step in that direction, breathing a small sigh of relief when I didn’t fall off any unseen cliffs.

As I stepped, the stone’s hum purred a little, almost like it was pleased, and a tiny wave of pleasant warmth surged out over my skin, like being wrapped in a blanket fresh from the dryer.

A reward, maybe, for moving in the right direction?

I stopped, a little unsettled by this magic. The stone felt too eager to lead me to the prince—if that’s even where it was taking me. I’d watched enough fairy tale movies to know that magic this comforting was usually a trap.

But Callan had given me the stone, and though I didn’t trust anything else about this place or its Fae magic in the least, I trusted Callan. And since I was low on options at the moment, I would have to just choose to continue to trust him… and the strange stone still shooting warm fuzzies through me with every step I took in its chosen direction.

How much I could trust the prince on the other end of this magic, however, was yet to be seen.

I took a few more cautious steps into the darkness, every step preceded by a tremor of fear that I might be about to step off of or into something unknown, and every step followed by a pleased purr and hug of warmth from the stone.

I’m going to get murdered by some kind of cuddly woodland creature at the end of this path, I just know it. 

But that was irrational—I was far more likely to be murdered by a Veil-Dearg. Or a Fadehound. Or a Selkblood. Or a dozen other nightmare creatures I hadn’t discovered yet, who were all probably hovering in the darkness, staring at me, waiting for their chance to pounce.

I suppressed a shiver.

Striker had said he would come find me as soon as he was able, but I wasn’t certain how the breach magic worked. Did it open to the same place in the Veil every time? And even if it did, would Striker be able to open it without the key I carried?

I hoped he had his own LeyGuard ways of finding me, because I wasn’t planning to wait around in the dark alone. I needed to find Prince Kaizyn, as quickly as possible. Once I found him, he could hopefully keep whatever else lived in this place from killing me. I adjusted the two heavy backpacks on my shoulders, took one long, steadying breath, and strode quickly in the direction of the stone’s pull.

Something to my left hissed.

I froze. My heart hammered double-time as I held my breath, listening. I heard nothing, now—but that could just mean that whatever made the noise knew I was onto it, and was hiding.

My chest tightened in panic.

What in the world was I doing in here? Why had I ever imagined, even for a second, that I could navigate this terrifying, dark abyss to find Prince Kaizyn alone?

I never should’ve come through without Striker. I should’ve run, gotten away from the hounds, and figured out the rest later.

The darkness closed in on me. My breaths came tight, shallow, like I couldn’t draw in enough air, and I felt suddenly claustrophobic.

I had to get out. 

I snatched up the leather cord of Callan’s necklace, fumbling for the key, to escape back Earthside—then clarity hit me like a sledgehammer, and I froze again.

What was I doing? I couldn’t leave. I needed to find Kaizyn, so he could help me rescue Jordan, find my friends, save my parents. I needed to keep moving forward.

This place was doing weird things to my head.

The panic still crushed in so hard, I could hardly breathe. How was I supposed to save anyone else, if I could barely survive here myself?

Then I heard Striker’s words in my mind: You want to be brave? A hero? Then be one. No one can stop you. It only takes the courage to do what’s right. 

Courage. I could have that, couldn’t I? I could muster it. Or at least I could try.

I pictured Jordan’s face, then Reina’s smile, Grandpa’s keen brown eyes, Callan’s smirk, Madison’s sassy hands-on-hips stance, my parents—smiling, as they were before, rather than unconscious as I’d last seen them. I took a shaky breath. For them—I could do this for them. But not stumbling blind. I needed light. Even if it might draw monsters to me, I had to risk it, or I’d never make it another step. At least with some light, I’d see what was coming for me.

I forced one more slow, deep breath, and drew the stone carefully back out from beneath my shirt.

Now what? The stone’s glow spilled light between my fingers, illuminating my hands, but the darkness in the Void was so thick the light didn’t penetrate much further than that. If I was going to move forward, I needed to at least see what I was walking into—or what might be stalking up to me. I held the stone tentatively outward, swallowing down a lump of fear, and scanned for the source of the hiss.

A dozen shimmering eyes glinted back at me.

My heart stopped for a beat. Snakes—or something close to it. Six of them. And big. Like anaconda big. Scattered around me in a loose semicircle. And every single one of them was staring right at me.

My heart restarted and shot off into a gallop.

They slithered closer.

Were these venomous? How would I know? And what would I do about it, if they were and one of them bit me?

I’m going to die, right here in the black abyss. Would anyone ever find my body? Would they even know I was dead? Oh. Kaizyn would know, because if I died, so would he. And if he died, Teionyr—and Jordan—might be lost, too. This was bigger than just me now. I had to be careful.

Should I use the ward key and try to breach out of the Veil? Maybe I could come back later, with Striker, and try again?

But my heart resisted that idea—I’d already taken the plunge, was already here, and every step backward was another moment wasted in trying to save Jordan or my parents.

I took a breath and stepped backward, keeping my hand outward so the snakes’ eyes stayed within the weak glow of the stone. Maybe I could find a way around them.

The snakes were close enough to leap, but they seemed mostly curious. One of them flicked a forked tongue and tilted its head. Its eyes narrowed.

It coiled as if to lunge.

A pang of fear and sharp regret shot through me as I reached for the ward key—

A comet of flame barrelled toward me from the darkness.

I ducked into a tight ball, praying a frantic plea—I was certain I was about to die, after all, by incineration if not by venom.

The comet skidded to a stop in front of me and growled.

Growled? I peeked out through my fingers and gasped.

Standing between me and the snakes, back arched and hackles raised, was some kind of scorpion-cat monstrosity the size of a Great Dane… made entirely of pure flame.

The creature flicked its head to the side at my gasp, eyeing me over its flaming, stinger-laden tail.

I shrank back, but the creature only narrowed its eyes at me, then spun back toward the snakes and let out a horrifying snarl that sounded like a cross between an angry bobcat and the territorial alligator I’d heard hiss once on an animal show on TV.

The sound shot a shiver straight through me, but apparently it did the same to the snakes, because they flinched back, then nearly slithered over each other in their hurry to escape into the darkness.

The Void fell silent again, except for my shallow, panicked breathing, which suddenly felt very loud.

The creature’s hackles lowered, its spine sank back into a normal stance, and it slowly turned around to face me.

Its face was completely feline, exactly like an ordinary house cat, except for having a face as large as a tiger’s and tufted ears kind of like a bobcat — all made of flame. It tilted its head at me like a curious Husky, and I might have even thought the creature was cute had it not been probably capable of killing me in a millisecond. Then it sat on its haunches, and its flames wicked out.

The Void was suddenly in complete darkness again.

I sat, teeth clenched, praying the creature would take pity and not attack me, or at least decide to play with me before it ate me like cats sometimes do, so I’d have a chance to escape. As my eyes adjusted once again to the dark, the subtle glow of Callan’s stone returned into focus, illuminating my hands.

I held the stone out, hand shaking, as I pushed slowly to my feet.

Two cat eyes glinted green, reflecting the stone’s glow, nearly at eye level with me when I stood. The cat creature sat inches away, staring at me with its tilted head and curious gaze. It had fur now, or something like normal fur, from what I could see, all a ruddy brown color and with what looked like dark stripes. Its tail twitched in the air behind it, also furry except for the very scorpion-like stinger embedded on its end.

I shivered.

The creature lit with a gentle glow—nothing like the blazing brightness of before, this time more like a pinkish-yellow haze that reminded me of my Himalayan salt rock lamp at home—and stood, then flicked its head toward the right.

I gaped at it.

It stared at me, shook its fur out, and flicked its head again. Twice. While making intense eye contact. I swear it nearly rolled its eyes at me.

I swallowed. “You—you want me to follow you?”

The cat thing gave a subtle nod, then spun on its massive glowing paws and strode off in the direction it had nodded.

I stood for a moment, adjusting the heavy backpacks of supplies on my shoulders and debating my options. I could wait here in the dark and possibly get eaten, or I could try to find my way through the Void alone… and possibly get eaten. Or I could follow this flaming cat thing that just saved my life and… possibly get eaten. Of the three options, the cat creature was the only one that had, in fact, succeeded in not getting me eaten once already.

The glowing creature was already fading into the distant darkness, apparently no longer concerned about waiting for me.

I heaved a deep breath, said a quick prayer I wasn’t about to die a horrific death, and hurried to catch up with the glowing cat-scorpion.








  
  

Chapter 2

Why Did They Even Let Me Have This Thing?





Jordan

If you’d told me a few days ago I’d be huddled in the dark trying to whisper sweet nothings to Madison Kane, I’d never have believed you. Of course, I also wouldn’t have believed I’d be stuck in a cell in a Fae dungeon, or that those “sweet nothings” would be instructions on how to duck and cover because I was about to blow a hole in the prison wall. But here we were. 

“Madison?”

I’d whispered to her several times since the guard left her in the cell across from mine. When she first arrived, she’d called my name and told me she and I were most likely being held as bait for Ayla, but a little while later, she’d gone mysteriously silent. I was starting to worry. “Madison!” Had she fallen asleep?

I shifted closer to the bars of my cell, straining to see her through the dark. No luck. It was black as death in here.

I tried once more, futilely, to light my flames, but whatever they warded these cells with was absolute. I could feel it, like a subtle static to the air. Probably a faespell to neutralize magic, or at least that had to be part of it, because my LeyGuard magic didn’t work here. I’d tried a million times down here alone before Madison arrived. It made sense to ward against magic, for a prison most likely built to hold Fae. But it was still annoying.

How long had I even been here? It seemed like a day or two, maybe, but the darkness and silence made time stretch in strange ways. I leaned against the bars again.

“Madison.”

Still nothing.

I stifled a curse and fingered the cold, flat metallic circle I’d pulled from my boot a few minutes earlier. It was a handy little thing, courtesy of Doctor Harlowe at the Hub—a runed coin stacked with three charges of LeyGuard wardspells that could counteract a variety of types of Fae magic for a brief period. Not that they handed such things out to LeyGuard trainees. I may have swiped it after Doctor Harlowe’s technology rundown at the logistics meeting before my parents and Reina and I headed to the warehouse at the docks to do recon on Sevryn’s operation. Only borrowed, of course. I’d planned to return it.

A cringe passed through me. I’d been reckless in the warehouse—but my team had gotten Ayla’s parents and grandfather out. I’d seen that much. So it had been worth it.

Sevryn himself had been guarding Ayla’s parents, but I hadn’t seen the hidden Selkblood posse. I’d been face-to-face with Sevryn when several more Selkbloods flooded in and things went sideways. My parents and Reina were facing off against a couple of other Selkbloods while I tried to get past Sevryn, right before I was bashed in the head from behind and dragged through a breach. I woke up in this dungeon, and I hadn’t seen anyone but the guards and Madison since I’d been here.

I hoped my parents and Reina were all okay.

According to Madison, Ayla and the others had been scouring Ayla’s grandfather’s journal, looking for a way to help the Fae prince and Ayla’s parents—and to find and rescue me—when Madison was snatched by the Fadehound that brought her here. I should’ve known Ayla wouldn’t sit back and let the LeyGuard handle everything; the anxiety of sitting still waiting for someone else to fix things would’ve driven her insane. But I’d sort of hoped she would let them handle it. Because then she’d be safe, and I could focus on gathering intel and getting myself—and now Madison—out of here smoothly.

Ayla. I’d be lying if I said replaying that parting kiss again and again in my mind wasn’t the main thing that had kept me sane down here in this dungeon. But it also drove me a bit crazy. I was impatient to get back to her, to continue what we’d started. But what had we started? I still couldn’t believe she’d said she finally wanted to be more than friends—but the darkness down here had given me a lot of time to worry that maybe I’d misunderstood her. Or that my impulsive declaration of intense feelings right before I ran off to a mission might have made her change her mind.

I couldn’t believe I’d actually told her I loved her. I was an idiot. Not that it wasn’t true. It absolutely was. But it probably also made her feel she needed to reciprocate, though I never expected her to. She tended to overthink things. Had I made her feel pressured? Just the thought of that set me on edge. I needed to talk to her, to explain—and to find out where we really stood.

But first, I needed to make sure she was safe. And it was hard to do that from a dungeon.

I’d half expected the Hub to send a team after me already. It was why I hadn’t yet used the coin: I’d thought I might need it during our getaway. Mission protocol for captured trainees was to sit tight, gather intel, wait for extraction. But if Madison and I had both been brought here to lure Ayla out, as Madison suggested, then the Fae knew Ayla would be coming for us. I couldn’t just sit around waiting to be rescued.

Madison might be a damsel in distress, but I wasn’t. And I definitely wasn’t going to be bait. I would not allow Ayla to risk her own life to save mine.

Wait. It suddenly struck me that Madison said she’d been dragged here by a Fadehound. Oh, no. There was only one way a Fadehound could carry a human—with its teeth. And Fadehound saliva was toxic. Madison’s silence was suddenly a lot more alarming.

I scrambled to my feet and reached through the bars, but the walkway between our cells was too wide for me to reach anything. I tried a little louder, barely above a whisper. “Madison!” She answered me with a low moan.

Now I was definitely worried. If Madison had been bitten by a Fadehound, she had a day or so, at best, before the toxin made its way to her heart or brain. Maybe less, depending on where she’d been bitten. “Madison!”

I clutched the coin. It only had three charges, but I needed to see how bad off Madison was. If I used one charge to neutralize the magic dampener on the cells, I could access my flame. My normal flame wouldn’t burn through prison bars, but it did make light. And I’d still have two charges for the rest of my escape plan. With any luck, I’d only need one.

It wasn’t a complicated plan—the guard who patrolled the cells carried an old-school sort of shotgun, the kind they packed with ammo and gunpowder in old Western movies. Apparently Fae hadn’t advanced their weapons technology much, but then again, I supposed they hadn’t needed to, the way the air ran thick with magic here. My guess was the ward that canceled out my magic also canceled out the guard’s… and the gun was his backup protection. The door at the end of the hall seemed to seal shut behind him; he had to unlock it to let himself out every time he finished his rounds down here. I’d glimpsed the hall beyond that door, and it had at least one window — I’d seen it, all barred up, with a glimpse of sky outside.

So all I needed was to convince him to open my cell somehow, knock him out, grab his gun, neutralize the ward with my runed coin, grab his keys, stack his ammo and powder in the hall outside, set the powder off with my flames to blast a hole through the outer wall, and run like the wind.

It would work. Right? Or it could have—if Madison hadn’t been wounded. Now, I wasn’t sure. I hadn’t planned on carrying an unconscious girl over my shoulder.

I groaned. Not for the first time, I missed Champ and Reina. Plans were always better with an armored dog and a partner to have your back. But at least they were safe. Madison had said they were at the cabin with the others when she was taken.

Right now, I needed to make sure Madison was okay.

I rubbed my thumb over the rune on the coin, then focused on the static buzz of the ward in my mind to target the rune’s magic and spoke the word to activate it. The coin hummed warmly in my hand.

The static I’d felt since the moment I arrived fell away as the Fae ward disappeared. I huffed a sigh of relief. I hadn’t realized how much that constant buzz was disorienting me until it vanished.

I jammed my arm between the bars toward Madison to call up my flame. Fire flared to life on my fingertips, tiny campfires casting mini glows.

I spun around my cell quickly, looking for something to ignite for a larger flame, but there was nothing. I pushed more power into my hand, letting the flames grow bigger.

I could sustain a flame like this for a little while—longer than most Valos House trainees at the Hub, actually—but I’d need food and water to replenish myself, sooner or later. Every Valos trainee reacted a bit differently to using their magic, based on their unique talents, but for me, using flame magic was like ramping my metabolism into overdrive.

I strained my arm as far as I could reach through the bars. There. I could barely make out Madison, sprawled out on her side on the stone floor.

“Madison!”

She didn’t stir.

I dropped to my knees, hoping to get the flame a bit closer to her level.

She was pale in the flickering light, lips dry and cracked. Her hair was a mass of knots and leaves and dirt. Dark circles crested her eyes. How long ago had she been taken by the Fadehound? Had they brought her straight here? She was breathing—I could make out a subtle movement of her ribs. But beyond her shallow breaths, she was still as death.

I scooted down a few bars, taking in the rest of her.

There it was, the bite. Straight through her jeans above her left knee. It had dragged her here by her thigh? I winced. That had to have been unpleasant.

The bite mark was red and swollen, and I could see the edges of the wound through her torn jeans. Tendrils of purple were already spreading outward from it. The toxin moving through her veins. 

My schedule for escape had just been accelerated.

My flames winked out. My heart pounded as I calculated how long the rune’s effects had lasted. The ward had been disabled about a minute, maybe two? Not much time to pull off an escape. And I was working with only two remaining charges.

Thirst hit me as soon as my magic faded, but it was bearable. I’d worry about getting water once we were out of here.

I peeled off my jacket and shoved my sleeve up, then trailed my fingers to the etched rune on my bicep.

Chairman Hart had only allowed this tattoo as an emergency measure—technically trainees weren’t even supposed to get them, but my parents had insisted I have a failsafe, in case… well, in case of something like this.

They’d made me promise to use it only if it was life or death. It was supposed to allow me to channel my flame into an inferno, or something like that. But I hadn’t exactly been trained on how to wield it. Doctor Harlowe’s distracted instructions had been less than helpful: “It’s like an emergency flotation device. You just yank the cord and figure it out. But whatever you do, don’t yank it until you need it. And for heaven’s sake, make sure there are no explosives around.”

Yanking the cord was not as clear as I’d have hoped, given that the symbol tattooed on my arm had no cords to yank. But I’d gathered the meaning of his metaphor—pull it out, let ‘er rip, and hope for the best.

It wasn’t the first time I’d wondered if the “Safety Regulations” manual I’d seen hanging on Doctor Harlowe’s wall was actually just a bunch of blank papers, and I was sure it wouldn’t be the last.

He’d taught me the name of the rune, which wasn’t necessary for most LeyGuards to activate one, but he’d said speaking it might help me channel it. That would have to be enough.

I tied my leather jacket around my waist—not my favorite look but it was my favorite jacket and I wasn’t about to leave it behind in a Fae dungeon for some cold-hearted Selkblood to wear—and stepped back from the bars, since Madison would never forgive me if I singed her eyebrows off.

Who knew what I was about to create with this thing, but if nothing else, it should cause a bit of a distraction.

I clutched the runed coin once more, said a quick prayer I wasn’t about to spontaneously combust myself, then turned toward the outer door.

“Hey!” I yelled at the top of my lungs. “Hey! We need help in here!”

I counted out the time in my head. Thirty seconds. A minute. No one came.

I sighed, then sucked in a deep breath and yelled again. “Hey! Hey! A prisoner’s escaping!”

That one got the guard’s attention. I heard scuffling. I hated lying under any circumstances, but it was technically true—I was actively attempting to escape. I hoped God would forgive the slight deception.

There was a clang, and the door swung in. Light spilled in from the hall outside.

Our usual guard tromped down the three stone steps from the door to the walkway, carrying a lantern that gave off only a faint flickering glow, his usual light source when he didn’t want to “waste power” searing my eyeballs from the fluorescents above after so long in the dark. I’d gathered that electricity was rationed in Teionyr, or maybe only in its prisons.

The guard stormed toward us and swept his eyes over us both—we clearly weren’t escaping yet—then groaned in frustration and glared at me. “Stop yelling. You’ll disturb the—“

“Please.” I decided to try a peaceful tactic first. I had no desire to harm him if I didn’t have to. He might have a family. “My friend needs help. She’s been bitten.”

The guard held out his lantern toward Madison. Her wound was evident, but he just shrugged. “Not my problem.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “It is if you want her as bait.”

He sneered at me. “Not all bait needs to be alive.”

“So you’ll just let her die?” Fury flared in my chest.

He shrugged. “What’s it to me? I get paid, either way.”

I eyed him. He didn’t look like a Selkblood, but he also didn’t look Teionyrian. Was he a mercenary? “Who do you work for?”

He laughed. “Same as everyone in Teionyr these days. King Beirthyr and Lord Sevryn.”

“King Beirthyr and Lord Sevryn?” I probed. He’d said that like Sevryn was almost the king’s equal. That was unsettling.

The guard grunted. “Lord Sevryn is the king’s right hand. We all serve at his pleasure, these days, by the king’s command.” He sneered at me. “Even you.”

He was talking. I could work this. I clutched the bars. “Why use us as bait, anyway? What’s he after?”

His grin twisted into a scowl. “You ask too many questions, guardblood.” He spat the last word like it was a curse, then turned for the steps. “Call me if she dies. We’ll want to get her out before she stinks.” He yanked the outer door open.

Perfect.

“Hey!” I called toward his back. “Do you have a family? Like… kids? A wife? Anyone you go home to at night?”

He laughed, still holding the door ajar. “Not unless pub wenches count.”

That was all I needed to know. I whispered the word to activate the coin, then pressed my fingers to the tattoo the moment I felt the static fall away. “Igni.”

My arm exploded with a torrent of flame. Like a flamethrower. Coming from my bicep.

“What the—!” I heard the guard yell, though the rest of his words fell away.

I was too busy trying to wield the geyser of flame that had melted straight through my cell bars to hear whatever else he said.

“Gah!” I spun away from my cell door to keep the flames from roasting Madison and climbed backward through the hole left by the molten metal.

A drop of it hit my boot and sizzled.

I kicked the drop off just as the guard rushed me.

He lunged to tackle me, but as I jumped back, my flame swept over him.

He reeled back, howling, knocked his head against a cell bar, and sank to the floor.

I stared at my arm. This was way more dangerous than a flotation device. “Why did they even let me have this thing?!”

I rushed toward Madison’s cell, trying my best to focus the flame into one spot on her cell bars.

It melted through the metal in an instant, and I ran another sweep closer to the ground, then the section of bars clanged to the floor, forming a makeshift door.

I tried to focus on the rune to reel the magic in so I could reach Madison safely, but it seemed to have gone haywire. My whole arm was like a wall of spewing flame.

Now I knew Doctor Harlowe’s safety manual was a sham.

A curtain of static swept over me suddenly, and the flame winked out as the prison ward snapped back into place.

I sucked a couple wheezing breaths and surveyed the damage.

Patches of my flame still smoldered where it had ignited the oil spilled from the guard’s broken lantern. The guard himself was out cold on the floor, a safe distance from the burning oil. His hair was singed, but it looked like he was breathing—at least I hadn’t killed him. The door to the hall still hung ajar, just barely.

Relief swept over me. I wouldn’t have to risk waking the guard to dig for his keys.

“I am never doing that again,” I muttered, then rushed toward Madison. “Come on, we have to get out of here.”

She hung limp over my shoulder as I hauled her up, sending a wave of concern through me. But she did moan when I pressed my arms around her thighs to steady her weight.

“Sorry,” I whispered. The bite area probably hurt like a beast.

I never imagined I’d be breaking out of a Fae dungeon with Madison Kane slung over my shoulder, but I hadn’t imagined a lot of things about this experience.

I steadied my grip on her and ran for the door.

I fingered the coin in my palm as I reached the stairs—one charge left—and took the first two steps in one stride. My boots hit the top landing. I yanked open the outer door.

“Where do you think you’re going?” a voice snapped.

A tall, pale figure stood on the other side of the door, blocking our exit.

Sevryn.
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