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      I cradle my lover’s head in my hands, longing to shatter it against the hardwood floor.

      My fingers trail over the smooth marble bust, finding it cold and unyielding. A perfect likeness. Holding his face up to mine, I search his hollow eyes for some kind of explanation or apology. But the only message he offers is an engraving on the bottom.

      Long Live the King.

      I set the bust back on the display, smiling when I notice the dark red smear I’ve left behind on his cheek. The blood on my hands tonight is Baylor’s fault—it’s only fitting that it should stain him too.

      Glancing around Darrow’s apothecary, I find it hasn’t changed much since the last time I was here. He’s replaced the chandelier with some obsidian monstrosity. Its shards reflect moonlight onto every surface. A few new mirrors hang throughout the shop, bringing the total up to twelve, and I spot an array of the so-called healing crystals he peddles to his clientele.

      Lost in this sea of shiny trinkets, it’s hard to know where to look.

      But that’s Darrow’s genius.

      He gives his audience an obvious fool, distracting them with excess and vanity. He never lets them see the sharpness of his teeth or the shrewdness of his gaze until it’s too late.

      The ceiling creaks in a steady pattern as I listen to his restless pacing upstairs. Despite being the owner of a fine country estate, Darrow sleeps here more often than not. I’d guess that has something to do with the fact that, unlike his country neighbors, Darrow’s estate was purchased instead of passed down, and his money was earned instead of inherited.

      Though it could also be the proximity to the city’s brothels keeping him here in Solmare. I’m told he’s a frequent visitor.

      I debate with myself whether to ring the bell to alert him of my presence or simply knock over his expensive bust of the king’s face. Watching Baylor’s head break into tiny pieces would undoubtedly lift my mood.

      Reining in my more destructive instincts, I reach for the bell. Most people don’t appreciate receiving late-night visits from me. They typically end in bloodshed, like my previous meeting tonight. But if Della knew I was here, she’d want me to at least attempt civility, a perilous feat for someone in my line of work.

      The moment the bell jingles through the dark room, Darrow’s movements above cease. Several seconds pass before his soft steps pad toward the stairs. He probably thinks he’s being quiet, but my hearing is far superior to his.

      Darrow descends the staircase with a careless smile carefully painted onto his face. Despite the late hour, he’s still dressed in a fine suit made of velvet and embroidered with gold filigree. Not a single one of his honey blond curls is out of place, each of them falling against his shoulders in a way that perfectly frames his strong bone structure.

      I have to admire the flawlessness of his facade.

      Laughter bubbles out of me at the sight of a jeweled dagger tucked into the waistline of his trousers. As if that would be anything more than a minor inconvenience to me. His gaze narrows as he searches for the source of the sound. Though his brown eyes roam over the spot I’m standing in—he’s unable to see me.

      As a wraith, I can disappear at will.

      It’s an extremely rare type of illusion magic that makes me a valuable asset. Or a formidable enemy. Even before the war that put Baylor on the throne, before the Goddess of Illusion disappeared, my brand of magic wasn’t common.

      “Show yourself,” Darrow demands, only a hint of fear creeping into his hard tone.

      Rolling my eyes, I release the illusion. If he’s shocked by my presence in his shop, he quickly covers it underneath a charming smile. I pretend not to notice him unsheathing his ridiculous weapon.

      “Lady Iverson,” he croons as he saunters down the last step. “To what do I owe this unexpected visit from my favorite pet?”

      Pet—the king’s endearment for me. When I first came to live with King Baylor, he started calling me his little pet. Back then I thought it was sweet, but that was before I realized the name was a reference to how he’d collared and domesticated me.

      It turns out I was the last one to be let in on that joke.

      Keeping my face blank, I hold Darrow’s gaze, not giving him the reaction he’s hoping for. Behind the king’s back, his subjects often spit the word at me. Similar to Darrow, they wield it cruelly, using it as a slur.

      “Perhaps you require my assistance with a difficult matter?” he asks, a seductive grin pulling at his full lips. “I assure you, my lady, you would be in extremely capable hands.”

      I offer him my sweetest smile in response, one usually reserved for my master, before I brush my arm out and knock the king’s bust to the floor. Listening to it shatter is just as satisfying as I’d hoped it would be.

      “Oops.” I shrug as my smile turns wicked. “Sorry about that, Darrow.”

      He sighs, staring dispassionately at the shards of marble scattered across the hardwood. “Pity. You’d think by now the king would have you housebroken.”

      Only a second passes before my blade is at his throat. His hand, still holding his own dagger, comes up on instinct, but I quickly grab his wrist and pin it to the counter next to us. Though his body is tense, his expression is one of boredom, as if his current predicament is of no concern to him.

      I tsk, shaking my head in mock disappointment. “Now, is that any way to speak to His Majesty’s wraith?”

      People call me pet so often they forget what my owner trained me for.

      He maintains his calm expression, but his face pales slightly as he takes in my appearance. When at court, I am dressed for seduction, wrapped in revealing gowns made of silks and satins. But tonight, my trousers and long-sleeved shirt are made from durable leather, and my long red hair is pulled into a simple braid that hangs down my back. Underneath the dark cloak, he can easily make out the gleam from the weapons strapped to my stomach and thighs. And the blood under my fingernails certainly adds a nice effect.

      He swallows roughly as his gaze dips to the ruby collar around my throat.

      “Did he send you here for me?” Darrow asks softly.

      It’s a fair question. The king often sends me to kill his enemies. It’s what I was doing before I arrived. I shake my head, dispelling the echo of the desperate pleas from the man I murdered tonight. Shutting down my emotions, I force myself to focus on the present.

      “Should he have?” I ask. “You aren’t doing anything illegal here, are you, Darrow?”

      “Come now, Lady Iverson.” His flirty grin is back, though it’s slightly less convincing. “I would never disrespect His Majesty.”

      My brows raise. “Really? You were happy enough to disrespect me. Did you forget I speak with the king’s authority?”

      He hisses as I lightly nick his throat with my blade. A drop of blood bubbles up, carving a path down his neck. The faint tease of its copper tang hangs in the air, tempting me to widen the cut, to fill the shop with his blood and send his soul through Death’s veil.

      Being only half fae, Darrow is more resilient than a mortal, but it’s unlikely he would survive a deep cut to his carotid artery. Fractures form in his calm facade as his eyes shoot to the dagger still clutched in his restrained hand. I roll my eyes in exasperation as I release his wrist and lower my blade.

      “Come now, Darrow. Do you honestly think I’d kill you?” I laugh as I step back, but we both know if the king ordered me to, I wouldn’t have a choice.

      He pushes himself away from the display table as his free hand massages his neck, smearing a few drops of blood against his skin.

      “Of course not.” His lips pull back in some semblance of a smile as he tosses a wayward curl over his shoulder. “I’m too beautiful to be murdered.”

      I nod to his little jeweled dagger. “Did you truly think that would be enough to stop me?”

      “Wouldn’t it be enough to stop most?” He chuckles, but it comes off forced.

      Darrow has always been far too intrigued by the rumors about me. He often drops veiled comments, hoping to trip me up or trick me into confessing information very few are privy to. There are whispers, of course, rumors that circulate and get written off as conspiracy. But men such as Darrow make it their business to trade in secrets and chase down rumors.

      I’ve no doubt my story fascinates him more than he would prefer.

      Forcing myself to relax, I tuck my blade away as I move to the other side of Darrow’s display counter, giving him some space. When my foot lands on something hard, I glance down to find the scattered remnants of the king’s bust. One side of his face is completely shattered, but the other half held up well. I crush it under my boot, enjoying the way it crumbles.

      “His Majesty requires information,” I announce.

      He tucks his hands behind his back. “On what topic?”

      “Your specialty,” I say, unable to hide the bitterness creeping into my tone. “Enchantments.”

      Most fae are not capable of complex magic, typically only gifted long life and rapid healing. But some of us have been granted much more, the nature of it depending on which of the Verran Isles we’re from. Someone from the Eighth Isle might be skilled at predicting the future, whereas a person from the First could find themselves able to communicate with all living creatures. But those of us from the Seventh Isle are far trickier.

      We specialize in illusion magic. While I’m known as a wraith, Darrow is what we call an enchanter. They’re some of the most feared magic users, with the ability to craft powerful objects and spells. Which is probably why all of Darrow’s enemies meet their ruin under mysterious circumstances that can never be traced back to him.

      “The king is wondering if you’re familiar with any enchantments that bind one person to another?” I ask, sounding bored as I feign interest in his so-called healing gems.

      “I would need more to go on. There are many ways to bind two people together. Some temporary and others more permanent.” His voice is tense. I wonder if it’s because he doesn’t enjoy me riffling through his things?

      Oh well.

      I pick up a pair of emerald earrings from the display and hold them up to my ears.

      “Wouldn’t these look pretty on me?” I bat my eyelashes at him.

      He releases a long breath, pinching the bridge of his nose. “They looked prettier on the display. Be a good pet and put them back where they belong.”

      Rolling my eyes, I do as he asked. I’ve learned the hard way not to wear jewels crafted by Darrow. “The king is searching for a long-term binding method.”

      His eyes narrow with interest. Some of the color he lost earlier returns, along with his confidence.

      “Long-term is more complicated,” he says, casually leaning against the wall and crossing his arms over his chest. “There are ways of creating a binding potion, but it would need to be ingested regularly to maintain its effectiveness. And it’s possible the recipient would build up a tolerance to it over time, meaning you’d need to keep increasing the dosage. It would work well for a few weeks, or even months, but I wouldn’t suggest using it for any longer.”

      He keeps his posture relaxed, the very image of professional interest. But I can tell from the way his gaze watches me too closely, searching for any sign of disappointment over his words, that he’s waiting for me to give myself away.

      I don’t.

      “However,” he continues, a dangerous gleam entering his eyes, “if he’s searching for something that would last years, I’d suggest using an object.”

      “What kind of object?” I ask as I rest my elbows on the display case between us.

      “Oh, anything would do as long as it was something they could wear on their person at all times.” He shrugs, motioning to the gemstones in front of me. “Jewels work best. A ring or a bracelet.” His lips curve into a wicked smile. “Perhaps a necklace.”

      It’s physically painful to stop myself from pulling at my collar, but by the grace of the Fates I somehow manage to stay still.

      “Are you sure it’s the king who’s asking for this information?” He pushes away from the wall and prowls closer. “Or is that collar getting a bit too tight for you?”

      My jaw clenches as I force myself to take a deep breath, feeling the air move unrestricted through my windpipe. There’s no reason for the collar to be triggered right now.

      Darrow chuckles at my discomfort. “And here I thought you were ever the docile little pet.”

      I bare my teeth at him as my fingers itch to claw at my necklace, to rip it from my throat and be rid of its suffocating weight. Like most deadly things, it’s beautiful. Dozens of deceptively alluring rubies encased in an intricate silver setting. The largest oval-shaped ruby sits in the center, against my trachea, while a slightly smaller one trickles down to my collarbone.

      It’s exquisite, yet it hangs around my neck like a noose.

      I keep my hands at my sides, reminding myself that pulling at it wouldn’t do any good. According to the enchantment placed on the collar, only the king has the power to remove it. When he fastened it around my throat, I was only ten years old. He said it would protect me and make it so no one would ever be able to take me away from him. He promised as long as I was wearing it, he would always be able to find me. At the time, I didn’t see anything wrong with that. Actually, I found the idea comforting. But after fifteen years, I no longer find solace in being tied to a master I’ve outgrown.

      When the king explained what the collar would do, there were several things he forgot to mention. One being that whenever I angered him, it would become tighter and tighter until I’m unable to breathe.

      Until I suffocate.

      I squeeze my fists, trying desperately not to lose my temper. “I’m aware you’re the one who supplied the king with my collar.”

      “Possibly.” He shrugs, crossing his arms again. “His Majesty has come to me for many things over the years. You can’t expect me to recall every treasure.”

      I give him a bland look.

      “We both know you remember this one well,” I remind him. “Fifteen years ago, you opened your little apothecary in Highgrove. A curious place to do business, considering the circumstances of your birth.”

      Highgrove isn’t the same as the rest of the city of Solmare. Money doesn’t buy you entrance, blood does. It’s controlled by the council, a group made up of members of the ruling families. Only those of noble birth are permitted to own property here. When a spot becomes available in the district, the entire council must approve the buyer.

      Despite how hard he’s worked to erase his mortal half, it’s well known that Darrow is a half fae bastard. That’s why the high fae of the ruling class have never fully accepted him. Oh, they’re happy to use his services when they have the need, but no matter how fine his clothes or the number of secrets he uncovers, he will never truly be one of them.

      They would never willingly welcome him into Highgrove.

      He flashes me a sly grin, continuing his performance as a careless idiot. “What can I say? I made a compelling proposal to the council and they saw my value.”

      I narrow my gaze as my frustration mounts. “Do you honestly expect me to believe the high fae on the council went against hundreds of years of tradition and prejudice to open Highgrove to a half fae bastard merely because they liked your business model?”

      He shrugs. “Stranger things have happened.”

      “Not without help,” I insist. “This would have cost more than your secrets and backroom bargains. You would have needed royal intervention.”

      He doesn’t answer, but we both realize it’s true. The only person who can control the council members is the king.

      I lean across the counter, my voice softer now. “I know how generous our king is with those who please him.”

      Something vulnerable flashes in his eyes, but it’s quickly replaced by condescension. “I’m sure you do.”

      My jaw clenches. “He gave you the deed to this building in exchange for my collar.”

      “What if he did?” He sighs, pushing a curl out of his face. “What do you want me to do about it now?”

      I lift my chin, meeting his gaze head on. “I want you to remove it.”

      Darrow starts to laugh, but my hard eyes tell him I’m not joking. “That’s impossible,” he says cautiously.

      My hand returns to my blade and his brows shoot up as I remove it once more. A horrible screech fills the room as I drag the tip across the glass display case between us.

      “You see, I don’t think that’s true,” I argue, moving to stand before him. “You’re paranoid, always careful to keep antidotes for every poison on your premises.” His throat bobs as he watches me twirl the knife between my fingers. “You’d never make a deal that could come back to hurt you. You wouldn’t have given the king something that could be used against you without knowing how to defeat it.”

      Every ounce of derision fades from his expression as he pulls his focus away from the weapon and meets my gaze once more.

      “Sometimes the risk is worth the reward,” he says softly. A faint trace of shame flashes in his eyes as he releases a deep sigh. “Iverson.” I flinch at the pity in his tone, but he keeps speaking. “There is only one way to rid yourself of the collar. The king must remove it himself.”

      No.

      Lead sinks into my stomach as my limbs stiffen. This has to work. There are no other options, nowhere else I can go for help. I can’t keep living this way. Not after—I cut that thought off, knowing now is not the time to get lost in my guilt.

      “You’re lying,” I insist through clenched teeth.

      Unable to stand still, I move through the shop, picking up every item I can find. Glass shatters as I knock several crystal bottles to the floor, searching for something, anything, that can help me.

      “What are you doing?” he demands as I reach for a vial of purple liquid. Taking it from my hands, he carefully sets it back on the shelf.

      “You have to have something that would work,” I mutter as I head for the back room, knowing he keeps special items hidden there. “You may play the fool, but I know you. You’re too careful to take that kind of risk.”

      He steps in front of me, grabbing my shoulders and pulling me to halt.

      “Iverson, there’s nothing here that would help you,” he says gently, his brown eyes imploring me to see reason.

      But I can’t.

      A lump forms in my throat, and I’m sure I am choking, sure the collar has seized this moment to strike. I push Darrow away and step back. He nods, his eyes full of unwanted understanding.

      I’ve always felt a strange kinship with Darrow. He may have helped the king destroy me, but we’re two sides of the same coin. Both of us bastards who conned our way to the top, occupying spaces we have no right to.

      And we’re both hated for it.

      Forcing air into my lungs, I turn his words over in my mind as I try to spot the lies he’s so skilled at hiding.

      “You said there’s nothing here that would help me,” I say slowly, watching his face close enough to spot the slight tightening around his eyes. “But what about somewhere else?”

      All at once, his sympathy turns to annoyance as his expression hardens.

      “Iverson, I think it’s time for you to⁠—”

      He stops mid-sentence as my head jerks toward the door. An awareness settles over me, making the tiny hairs on my arms stand at attention. The sensation of ice pressing against the back of my neck and dripping down my spine sends shivers racing through me.

      Someone is approaching the shop.

      Their presence is heavy. Dominant. Oppressive in a way that rivals even the king. As I lick my lips I can almost taste them on the air. Like deja vu, it’s familiar in a way I can’t place, yet some distant awareness in the back of my mind recognizes the sensation.

      Darrow stiffens, looking around for the source of my abrupt change. “What’s going on?”

      Confusion wrinkles my brow as I turn to face him again. “You don’t feel that?”

      He shakes his head, sparking a thousand questions on the tip of my tongue, but they disappear as my gaze is drawn back to the door. The presence is getting stronger with each passing second.

      They’re moving closer.

      “Are you expecting anyone?” I demand.

      “No,” he promises, but the blood draining from his face tells a different story.

      I remember how he was pacing upstairs, how restless he sounded. And when he came down, he was fully dressed. Strange for this time of night…

      Fuck.

      Sparing him a seething glare that promises violence, I wrap myself in an illusion. The feeling of a thousand tiny needles pricking my skin settles over me as I disappear from sight. Envy burns in his eyes as he stares at the spot where I was just standing, but I don’t have time to enjoy it. Hurrying past the display counters, I tuck myself into the back corner and whisper silent prayers to the Fates. No one can know I was here tonight. Revealing my intentions to Darrow was already a risk. If this conversation got back to Baylor…

      I keep my gaze on the front door, waiting for the source of this strange presence to appear. Unease claws at the lining of my stomach as the room begins to dim. I tell myself it’s only a cloud passing over the moon, but then darkness begins creeping up the walls. It covers the windows, leaving only a sliver of light peeking through the glass panes.

      Inky shadows slip through the cracks underneath the door as wisps of black smoke push deeper into the room. My heart stutters as they slither out and take the shape of snakes. Their crimson eyes seem to simmer as they turn their heads back and forth, searching for something.

      Holy Fates.

      Crouching down, I curl into a tight ball and make myself as small as possible. From my new angle, I can no longer see the front door, but I hear it creaking open. A few moments later, heavy boots thud across the hardwood, taking slow, steady steps. I can’t see the newcomer, but I still sense their power. It’s thicker now that they’re in the room—a crushing weight ready to smite any enemy. I have no idea what sort of creature they are and no interest in finding out.

      “I like what you’ve done with the place.”

      The man’s voice is rich and deep, sending shivers down my spine.

      “Yes, I apologize for the mess, my lord.” Darrow, who is still in my line of sight, glances down at the evidence of my outburst apologetically. “I meant to have it cleaned up before you arrived. I wasn’t expecting you for another hour.”

      His words are steady, but it’s clear from the lack of condescension in his tone that Darrow is nervous. The only time I ever hear him this accommodating is with the king.

      “No matter,” the stranger replies. “I won’t be here long.”

      Marble shards crunch under his boots as he steps forward into my field of vision. Even in the dim light, I can make out his shape. He’s tall, staring down at Darrow from a few inches above him. He wears a heavy cloak, black with a fur trim. Despite most of his body being hidden, I can tell he’s broad. His dark hair is pushed back, but there’s not enough light for me to make out his face clearly.

      “Of course.” Darrow nods stiffly. “I looked into the matter you inquired about. I’ll go get my notes.”

      He starts to retreat to the backroom, but one of the snakes slips around his neck like a rope. His mouth opens wide as his fingers reach for the shadow, desperately trying to pull it away.

      Horror fills me as I watch the ugly scene, replaying the countless times my collar has tightened. Silently counting my breaths, I focus on taking one after another to keep the panic at bay. I’m not suffocating, I remind myself. Still, my fingers mimic Darrow’s, but both of our actions are futile.

      “No need for that,” the stranger says. “I’m sure you can summarize it for me.”

      Darrow responds with an unintelligible noise.

      “Ah, my apologies.” I can hear the smile in his voice. “Let me loosen that for you.”

      The shadows remain around Darrow’s throat, but they must ease their pressure a bit. He coughs several times before he is able to speak.

      “R-right, of course,” the enchanter stammers. “I-I can do that.”

      A fleeting, irrational spark of jealousy hits me. It takes me ages of verbally sparring with Darrow to convince him to do anything at all, yet this man has him cowering in subservience. These wayward thoughts are pushed aside as my attention snags on one of the shadow snakes slithering by the door. If I were to make it that far without being noticed, could I get past the strange creature unscathed? A shiver coils down my spine at the thought of trying.

      “I spoke with one of my informants,” Darrow says, sounding raspy from the strain. “He was recently reassigned from a low-level job on the wall-”

      “The wall?” that deep voice cuts him off.

      “The one that surrounds the palace grounds,” Darrow explains quickly. “He was one of the guards that used to patrol it.”

      “Ah. Continue.”

      Darrow swallows, his eyes flickering to the shadow snake still wrapped around his throat. “He works in the tunnels beneath the palace now. I think what you’re searching for might be there.”

      My brow furrows. Hearing Darrow admit to committing treason and betraying the king doesn’t shock me, but I tuck the confession away to use against him later. What does surprise me are these supposed tunnels. I’ve explored my home thoroughly over the years and have never found anything close to that.

      The stranger shrugs. “Perhaps. Is he guarding something specific down there?”

      Darrow nods. “A weapon he calls the whisperer.”

      A hiss escapes from one of the shadow snakes, sending a fresh wave of fear pulsing through me.

      “Interesting.” His tone turns thoughtful. “And did he mention anything else about this whisperer?”

      “No. Nothing, my lor—” Darrow chokes again, clutching at the shadows as he tries to loosen them. This continues for several seconds before I hear him inhale a deep breath.

      “You were saying?” the stranger asks.

      “Only the price!” Darrow cries.

      “What price?”

      “My informant said they were warned never to touch it! Whoever wields it pays a steep price, but I don’t know what it is. That’s all! I swear!”

      The man steps closer to Darrow, leaning over him.

      “I believe you.” His voice is soft now, almost bored. For a moment, I believe the Fates have smiled on us and he’s going to leave, but his next words remind me why that kind of wishful thinking is so dangerous. “One more thing. Did you share this information with anyone else?”

      My heart pounds violently against my chest. Despite the darkness, I can spot terror twisting Darrow’s handsome features. His jaw is hard and his lips thin as he stares at the enemy before him. Silently, I reach for my blades and carefully remove two of them. Any moment now Darrow is going to give me up and reveal my presence.

      “No, my lord.” He shakes his head. “Only you.”

      Shock tears through me, but I don’t have time to process it as the stranger tsks.

      “What a pity,” he says, taking a few steps back. “I had hoped to find further use for you, but I don’t keep liars in my employ.”

      I don’t need to see him to know what’s coming next.

      The shadows tighten again as Darrow’s face twists into a horrific visage. His mouth hangs open silently trying to suck in air. His brown eyes are wide and bloodshot as they desperately search the room for some kind of help. I flinch each time his gaze passes over me, though it never lingers. He still can’t see me.

      Does he think I left, or does he somehow know I’m cowering in the corner while he dies right in front of me.

      I try to block it out, taking deep breaths to remind myself I’m not the one being strangled. Phantom pressure grips my throat, but I force myself to stay in the present.

      Don’t think about it. Don’t remember how it felt to be denied air.

      Darrow may not be my friend, but he’s also not quite my enemy. I wouldn’t wish this kind of torture on him. I wouldn’t have killed him this way; I would have done it swiftly, a knife to the throat. This is cruel. Only one person deserves this kind of death, and he is currently across the city, sleeping peacefully in his palace.

      I’ve always been aware that there’s an absence inside of me—a missing piece. Something that would have made me good and whole and right. A tug pulls at that empty space now, the ghost of an instinct that never grew.

      Is this why I will always let people down when they need me the most?

      Faces flash through my mind: some I killed, few I loved, one I made a promise to. An oath sworn at the graveside of a friend I’d mistaken for an enemy.

      Forcing the air into my lungs, I remind myself that I am not owned. I am not controlled or caged.

      I am not the pet they tamed.

      I am the beast they let inside.

      And I keep my promises.

      Pulling my arm back, I send the blade flying toward the stranger, but just before it can make impact, a shadow strikes out, grabbing it midair. My eyes flare as he turns around, facing my corner. The noose around Darrow’s throat must loosen because the sound of his gasps suddenly fill the room, yet I can’t bring myself to drag my gaze away from the stranger as he steps forward, the ghost of a smile on his face.

      “I was wondering how long you planned to stay hidden.”
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      The stranger steps out of the shadows that have concealed his face. For the first time since he arrived, I’m able to get a clear glimpse of him.

      He’s beautiful.

      So painfully beautiful that for a moment, I want to close my eyes, to look away before I have the chance to commit him to memory. All fae are attractive, but I’ve never seen someone who appears so carefully crafted, so cohesively made. Every feature fits perfectly into the complete image, is if he was designed by hand rather than by nature.

      His skin has a slight golden hue to it, suggesting he spends time outside. Unruly dark hair is pushed back from his face, but a few wayward strands fall across his forehead. Sharp pointed ears tell me he’s definitely high fae, but I doubt he’s from the Seventh Isle. Almost all the upper-class residents here are clean shaven, and he has at least a week’s worth of stubble hugging his sharp jawline, giving him an air of danger.

      Everything about his appearance is immensely inviting to me.

      His pale blue eyes are absolutely piercing as he stares in my direction. My gaze snags on his generous mouth, noticing the smirk forming there. For a moment, I wonder if I unintentionally dropped the illusion hiding me from his sight, but the faint whisper of power tickling my skin tells me it’s still intact.

      “Come now,” he croons. “You were so brave just a moment ago. Such impressive aim.”

      His gaze never wavers from my corner. Despite the fact that I’m invisible, he seems to know exactly where I am. I recall the strange sensation I had as he approached the shop. I was immediately aware of his presence, like ice on the back of my neck. Can he sense me the same way I sense him? And if he’s aware of my hiding spot, why haven’t his shadow snakes slithered over here and forced me out?

      My attention shifts to the black leather gloves covering his hands as he grabs a fistful of Darrow’s long hair. “If you’re not going to join us, I’ll have to use your friend here to entertain myself.”

      For the past few minutes the enchanter has been completely silent, still on his knees with a shadow wrapped around his neck. He was probably hoping the stranger would forget about him so he could sneak out.

      Summoning all my courage, I decide there’s no point in staying silent

      “If you want to play,” I call out, my voice easily carrying over the quiet room, “I can think of a much more diverting game.”

      A self-satisfied gleam enters his eyes. “My lady, you speak at last. What sort of game do you suggest?”

      Instead of answering, I send another blade flying toward his throat. Just like before, one of his shadows plucks it from the air before it can hit him.

      “We could find out how many blades your shadows can handle at once?” I say, slowly edging in the direction of the door, keeping my back against the wall as I move.

      His smirk turns predatory as his eyes track my invisible movements. “You know, I don’t usually enjoy playing games.”

      “Because you’re a sore loser?” I ask, sending another blade flying.

      This time, it isn’t one of his shadows that knocks it off course. Without looking down, his hand catches the weapon less than an inch from his chest. My eyes widen at his speed. That’s going to be a problem.

      “Because I’ve never had a worthy opponent,” he clarifies, tossing the knife aside with unnecessary force. It hits one of the display cases, causing me to wince as it shatters. We truly are making a mess of poor Darrow’s shop tonight.

      Several red dots stain the broken glass and I realize the blade must have cut his hand when he caught it. Unease festers in the pit of my stomach as the darkness ripples around us. All across the room, the shadow serpents writhe against the floor, hissing in a frenzy. As if they can smell the blood, they pounce on the droplets, lapping them up.

      If my face were visible, it would be as pale as the moon. Bile rises in my throat, but I push it down. I’ve seen the depravity of mortals and fae, but this is something else. Every hair on my body stands up at the sight of this waking nightmare, vastly different from the familiar horrors I’ve spent my life learning to fight. A crazed laugh threatens to escape me as my thoughts twist morbidly. How do you battle a wisp of smoke? How can I strike a shadow that has gorged itself on blood?

      The city of Solmare fears the invisible wraith; ironic that the wraith now fears a shadow.

      My gaze darts back and forth between Darrow and the door. It’s possible I could sneak out before the shadows stop me, but that would mean abandoning him. Breathing deeply, I try to calm my racing heart as I think through my options. I run my fingers over all four of my sheaths, hating that three are now empty. My only comfort is the knowledge that at least one of my blades drew blood.

      “You know, it’s sweet that you feed your shadows,” I tell him, feigning levity I don’t feel as I back around a display table that blocks my path. “It’s like a momma cat nursing her baby kittens. Adorable really.”

      He barks out a laugh that sounds rusty, as if he hasn’t made that sound in a while. “Yes, it will be truly adorable when they rip the flesh from your friend’s bones.”

      My nose wrinkles. “Who says he’s my friend?”

      He tilts his head to the side. “The fact that you didn’t abandon him suggests you might care a little.”

      “Maybe I need him for information, and I’m merely trying to spare myself some inconvenience,” I argue.

      “Well, I’d hate to put you out.” His hard eyes bore into me, turning my blood to ice. “Give me your word that if I let him go, you will reveal yourself to me.”

      “I swear,” I tell him, only half lying.

      The second the stranger releases his hold, Darrow is on his feet running for the backdoor. He doesn’t spare a glance in my direction, not that he can see me anyhow. Still, I roll my eyes at his lack of solidarity.

      “Some friend,” the shadow wielder scoffs, his gaze narrowing on Darrow’s retreating form.

      “Eh.” I shrug. “We’re not that close.”

      I spot a hint of amusement in his eyes, but it’s gone in an instant. All his earlier attempts at charm evaporate.

      “Now it’s your turn,” he announces, turning to face me again.

      I swallow thickly. No two Illusionists are exactly alike, each of us having our own specialties. Some can shift their form, while others can alter what people see. But there’s a reason we’re often referred to as tricksters. Our talents are designed to mislead and deceive.

      There’s a little-known type of illusion called an eidolon: a living duplicate sometimes referred to as a shadow-self. It’s a type of apparition, typically created in the image of the Illusionist casting it. As far as I know, I’m the only person currently alive with this ability.

      Essentially, I can create a fully corporeal copy of myself. It moves and speaks exactly like me, relying on a mixture of commands and instincts. Creating one is both physically and mentally taxing, but they exist as long as I feed energy into them.

      Apprehension pulses in my veins at the thought of how delicate this balance will be. I’ve never tried to create an eidolon while maintaining my invisibility, but right now I can’t think of another way out of this situation. I just need to distract him long enough to slip past his shadows… Gritting my teeth, I force myself to stay silent as the familiar pain rips through me.

      My body burns, my muscles twisting and stretching as if I’m splitting myself in half. As if my soul is being ripped apart. Warm blood tickles my upper lip, and I quickly wipe it on my sleeve, careful not to let any drops hit the ground where hungry shadows might be lurking. Unfortunately, nosebleeds always accompany this process.

      The pressure in my head reaches its breaking point as the eidolon takes shape, forming directly in front of me, so I’m staring at the back of its head. Finally, the pain begins to ease. My jaw unclenches as I gently massage the aching joint. Fuck, that was brutal. But I got through it without losing my invisibility, which I’ll count as a win.

      I peer through my eidolon’s eyes as she takes a few steps toward the stranger, giving me a closer view of him. At the sight of her, his brows momentarily raise, and his lips part slightly before his mask of cold indifference returns.

      “Come closer,” he demands.

      She obeys him. I know I should be taking advantage of his distraction and continuing my escape, but I find myself strangely frozen. My fingers itch at my sides, desperate to trace the small constellation of freckles dotting his straight nose and sharp cheekbones. And those eyes… They’re mesmerizing. His irises are such a pale shade of blue they almost appear translucent. But when I squint, I can make out silver flakes scattered throughout. As he inspects my apparition, I almost feel as if he’s looking right through her.

      “I confess myself disappointed,” he says, startling me.

      I blink. As his words register, I’m strangely insulted.

      “I let your friend go in good faith because you promised to reveal yourself,” he continues, reaching out to trail a gloved finger down her face. “But you cheated. That’s no way to play the game, my lady.”

      Something about his tone sets off alarm bells in my mind, spurring me to action. I move backward again, unable to turn away as I blindly feel for the display cases. The eidolon gazes up at him, a confused expression on her face.

      “As lovely as you are” —he whispers, leaning closer to her— “you’re not real.”

      Before I can process his words, a scythe materializes in his other hand, and he hooks it into her gut. The echoes of her pain sear through me. My mouth opens, but no sound comes out as I hold back a gasp. I run my hands over my stomach, trying to convince my brain there’s no injury there. Most sensations my eidolon experience are dulled, a whisper that never fully manifests in me. But with this kind of pain, there’s no stopping it. It burns as if the blade has just sunk into my own stomach.

      Holy Gods… Only one creature can summon a scythe, and they’re meant to be extinct.

      “Reaper,” I whisper, the full weight of my situation hitting me.

      The apathy on his face is chilling as he pulls the weapon out of her. He doesn’t bother watching as she falls to the ground. Instead, he lifts his head in my direction.

      I run.

      Any illusion of control I had over the situation has been shattered. I’m strong, but even I can’t fight a reaper. A fucking soul collector from Death’s Isle. They aren’t supposed to be here anymore.

      Ten feet from the door, something cold slips around my ankle, causing me to tumble to the ground—hard. Thankfully, my training doesn’t desert me. I’m able to land on my side and roll onto my back.

      Searching for my attacker, I find one of the shadow snakes has wrapped itself around my leg. I don’t bother to stop the scream rising in my throat as I struggle against its hold. It doesn’t matter since the reaper has known exactly where I was since the second he got here.

      Using my free leg, I try to kick at the snake, but its punishing grip only clings to me tighter. I dig my nails into the floor, pulling myself toward the door. I only make it a few inches before the snake drags me back, hissing at my attempted escape.

      Ice drips down my neck as heavy footsteps make their way to me. I cling to my useless illusion, the only shield I have left.

      “Reveal yourself,” he demands from behind me.

      “Bite me,” I snarl, my broken fingernails still trying to find purchase in the grooves of the hardwood.

      “The time for games is done.”

      The snake twists my leg painfully, forcing me to roll onto my back. The reaper stands over me, holding his scythe out toward my invisible form, it’s tip only inches away from my nose. My gaze flits to his face, finding nothing but cold determination.

      “And my patience is wearing thin,” he warns.

      I watch in disbelief as something moves underneath his heavy cloak. His shoulders roll as he shrugs it off, revealing two black feathered wings unfolding behind him. They’re massive, at least six feet on both sides.

      With the cloak gone, I get my first glimpse of the powerful man beneath it. He may be a demon, but he could rival any angel with his beauty. The strong lines of his body are wrapped in clothes similar to mine. Other than his face and neck, every part of him is hidden behind dark, durable materials that cling to his broad form like a second skin. His build reminds me of a panther, strong and lean, but undeniably graceful.

      For a moment, I have the foolish instinct to reach out and touch his feathers, to find out if they are as soft as they appear. I squeeze my fists, quickly dispelling the wild notion.

      “Reveal. Yourself. Now.” His lips pull back as he bares his teeth, speaking each word like a curse.

      At this point, I’m not sure I have any choice but to obey him. And since maintaining my illusion will only drain me, I release it. The whisper of magic fades from my skin as my body becomes visible.

      As he takes me in, his full lips part on a silent gasp. His eyes are wide as they scan my features. I can’t tell if the reaper is shocked or horrified by what he’s seeing. He doesn’t even seem to realize that he’s lowered his scythe to his side.

      A blush of roses stains my cheeks as they heat under the intensity of his gaze. In my mind, I imagine red petals falling from my face one by one, each marking another moment of this silence.

      His wings start to curve inward briefly before he snaps them back, folding them to fit tight against his back. The movement is enough to pull me out of my daze. Capitalizing on his distraction, I snatch the last blade sheathed to my thigh and move to cut his shadow off me. He shouts as he reaches for my hand, but this time, I’m faster.

      My blade strikes right through the shadow, as if there’s nothing there, before sinking into my calf.

      With the adrenaline coursing through me, there’s no pain, only the cold jab of steel contrasting with the hot, thick blood dripping down my leg. Detachedness settles over me as I stare at the wound. This isn’t my first time being stabbed. Sadly, this isn’t even the first time it’s happened by my own hand.

      For a moment, everything goes completely still before the darkness shifts once more. Shadows loom closer, predators scenting their prey. An undercurrent of hisses and growls fill the room, reminding me of the jungles my brother and I used to read about when we were children.

      The snake, still wrapped around my leg, goes rigid.

      My eyes dart to the reaper’s and I spot a trace of fear in his wintery gaze. His jaw clenches as the blood drains from his face. He holds himself absolutely still.

      “Don’t,” he says, his voice clipped as my hand moves toward the blade.

      I know the weapon wouldn’t do me any good, but holding it would make me feel less helpless. Still, I listen to him. From the look on his face, I get the sense that even he doesn’t have complete control over these shadows.

      The snake slowly uncoils from around my leg until its dark head is pointed directly at my wound. The others are writhing on the floor, desperate to get a taste of my blood. Only a single pool of moonlight shines through the windows now, illuminating me like some sort of unholy offering. The reaper stands over me, his stance protective as he tries to hold them back. He stares intensely at the shadow, willing it to stop, but even his command can’t compete with the lure of blood.

      A whimper escapes me as the snake inches closer to the wound. I expect the sharp sting of its teeth, but instead I watch in frozen horror as its wispy tongue laps against my skin.

      A deranged laugh bubbles up my throat at the strange sensation, but he silences me with a hard glare.

      “It tickles,” I explain.

      The shadow pulls back, watching me with its red eyes for several seconds before moving to the wound again. Clenching my eyes shut, I hold my breath as I steel myself against the pain that is sure to follow. I’ve met death before, but this iteration is particularly gruesome. I don’t relish being ripped apart in a feeding frenzy.

      I wait for the agony to begin, but it never comes.

      Opening my eyes, I find the shadow wrapping itself around the blade and pushing against the wound. I suck in a breath, wincing from the discomfort. The shadow isn’t feeding, instead it looks as if it’s… attempting to apply pressure?

      It lays its head down on my thigh and nuzzles against me.

      It’s trying to comfort me?

      I turn to the reaper for answers, but he appears just as stunned as I am. His eyes are comically round, and his mouth hangs open in confusion. Glancing around, I find that the other shadows have begun to calm down too, as if their blood frenzy has been sated.

      “What are you?” he whispers, his tone a mix of awe and horror.

      The question stirs an ugly feeling deep within my gut. Biting my lip against the searing pain, I pull the blade from my calf and toss it in his direction. The snake lifts its head to hiss at the disruption before returning to its task. The reaper doesn’t even flinch as the weapon flies past him, only an inch from his head.

      “You missed.”

      I almost laugh at the disappointment in his voice as the blade clatters to the ground somewhere behind him. Closing my eyes, I summon the last of my strength as I rub my temples. Blood drips from my nose and ears. Using so much power tonight has weakened me, but I force myself to push past the pain and dizziness. After several seconds, I look up and meet the reaper’s gaze.

      My grin resembles a grimace as my attention shifts behind him. “No, I didn’t.”

      He turns around to find my eidolon crouched on the tips of her toes, baring her teeth at him. Her blood crusted fingers clutch my favorite dagger as she leaps. He dives out of the way as his shadows surge into action, trying to restrain her. Their distraction leaves me free to jump to my feet and run for the door.

      Burning pain shoots up my calf every time I put weight on my right leg. Despite my exhaustion, I manage to summon an illusion and make myself invisible. I stumble slightly as my stomach lurches from the familiar sensation settling over my skin. Pushing past all of it, I tell myself the pain isn’t real. It’s merely another illusion, and I am its master.

      Hidden from view, I race into the cool night air, quickly putting distance between myself and Darrow’s shop. The streets of Highgrove are empty at this hour, but I still choose to cut down alleyways to stay far away from the glow of the streetlamps.

      I glance over my shoulder several times, paranoid about the trail of blood I’m leaving behind. Every shadow that dances across the night has me nearly tripping in panic. My aching calf wants to give out, but I keep pushing forward. Luckily, Highgrove is the closest district to the palace.

      Finally, the stone gates come into view. As always, there are two guards manning the side entrance. Their familiar faces feel out of place after everything that’s happened tonight. As I slip past them, I pick up the end of a dirty joke followed by their muffled laughter.

      Apprehension skates over my skin as I hasten through the palace grounds, limping with each step. My eyes scan the lush gardens, searching for the reaper. I tell myself it’s all in my mind, merely the product of adrenaline lingering after the fight. But the tingling sensation on the back of my neck has me wishing for one of my blades.

      Movement catches my eye, pulling my attention to the sloping roofs of the palace.

      Gargoyles line the ledges, guardians peering down at us in silent judgment. As I scan their frozen faces, I notice something that has my blood turning to ice in my veins. The winged statues stand together in a row, but there’s something different about one of them.

      His giant wings aren’t made of stone; they’re made of feathers.
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      A series of dull thuds has me shooting out of my chair, a blade in my hand as I land in a crouch on the floor. I groan as fiery pain shoots up my calf, a reminder of my self-inflicted stab wound. Slowly standing up, I stretch out the tightness in my leg, wincing as I flex and point my toes.

      After spotting the winged reaper watching me from the rooftop last night, I took off running until I reached my room. Tending to the injury had been the last thing on my mind as I locked the doors and curled up on my settee. I planned to stay awake all night to ensure the soul collector didn’t slip in through my balcony, but as the adrenaline faded, I passed out with a knife still in my hand.

      Sheer ivory curtains do nothing to block the sun from forcing its way into my room and blanketing the soft colors of my decor in early morning light. As the incessant pounding continues, I realize the noise that woke me is coming from the other side of my door.

      Ignoring the pain in my leg, I slip on a silk dressing gown in an effort to hide last night’s conspicuous outfit. Keeping my blade behind my back, I make my way to the door and crack it open, scowling when I see who’s woken me up so urgently.

      Kaldar Burgess.

      “Woof,” he says, a smug smile gracing his face, clearly proud of the tired jab he’s made hundreds of times before. Pet jokes are a favorite among the courtiers.

      I shut the door, not giving him a chance to wedge his foot into the opening. I’ve only taken two steps toward my bed when the knocking resumes, and I’m forced to open it again.

      “What do you want?” I demand.

      He rolls his eyes. “If you hadn’t slammed the door in my face, I might have been able to tell you.”

      I stare at him blankly as I wait for an answer to my question. He hates when I don’t play along. Afterall, a good little pet lives to please.

      “The king has requested your presence at his table this morning,” he grinds out, frustration leaking through his pores.

      As a second son from a wealthy family, he obviously thinks relaying this message is beneath him. Since his older brother inherited the title, lands, and their family’s seat on the council, Kaldar went into politics. Despite not being blessed with any magic, he’s made himself indispensable to the king, becoming his chief adviser. But unfortunately for Kaldar, Baylor often treats him like an errand boy instead.

      A high fae forced into servitude—the horror.

      Noticing movement behind him, I realize he’s brought along my two lady’s maids, Alva and Morwen. I open the door wider to let them in as Kaldar makes one of his typical quips.

      “Be a good pet and don’t take too long. You wouldn’t want to keep your master waiting.” He smirks, but I don’t bother giving him a reaction before slamming the door in his face.

      Alva and Morwen hurry to draw me a warm bath, adding scented oils to the water. I breathe deep, trying to allow the calming blend of rose and neroli to relax me. Neither of my lady’s maids bat an eye at my suspicious bed clothes as they help me undress. After several years of being assigned to me, they’ve both come to expect a few oddities.

      Morwen bends down, helping me remove my pants. Her straight dark hair is pulled into a braid, exposing the slightly pointed edges of her ears that mark her as a half fae. As she pulls the leather material down my legs, she catches sight of the still-healing wound on my calf, along with blue and purple bruises from where the shadow had wrapped around me. I wince as her hand brushes over the injury.

      She looks up, arching a brow. “What’s this?”

      Dried blood is caked to my skin, making it appear worse than it is. At least it’s scabbed over and should be fully healed within a few days. If the blade hadn’t gone so deep, the only trace of the wound would be a faint pale line that would eventually fade back to its original color. One blessing of being high fae is that we heal quickly.

      An image of the reaper flashes through my mind, sending a flare of heat up my neck as I’m suddenly filled with a strange sort of embarrassment.

      “Nothing,” I lie. “Just an accident.”

      Alva moves in closer, peering over Morwen’s shoulder as her sweet face clouds with fear. “Are you doing it again? Did you want this to hap⁠—”

      “No,” I cut her off, not letting my thoughts wander in that direction.

      Both of them stare at me, waiting for an answer. I sigh, knowing they won’t let this go.

      “It was…” I search for a way to tell them what happened without mentioning Darrow or the reaper. “Complicated.”

      Alva’s brows pinch together, but Morwen narrows her eyes, waiting for me to elaborate.

      “It wasn’t what you think.” I shift uncomfortably. “I don’t do that anymore.”

      Or at least, I haven’t in the last few months. But sometimes I still crave the relief that would come after the pain. Without it, there’s no end to the guilt that builds inside of me with each life Baylor forces me to take. Maybe it’s wrong, but some misaligned sense of justice makes me associate suffering with atonement. It tells me the only way to pay for what I’ve done is to be punished. Only then can I finally be clean.

      Which is why sometimes I used to stand still instead of dodging a hit. I’d even deliberately let an opponent reach for their weapon, knowing there was no way they’d be able to permanently wound me. Whatever minor injury they caused was nothing compared to what Baylor forced me to do to them. Still, it helped ease the worst of my shame.

      “I promise,” I instill as much sincerity into my voice as possible.

      They drop the subject, but I can tell they don’t believe me. And they shouldn’t. I’m nothing if not a liar.

      After I’m bathed, they dress me in a silk gown the color of sage. It hugs my chest, accentuating my curves in a way Baylor will appreciate. Gold metal adorns the shoulders of the sleeveless design, while the plunging neckline draws attention to my ruby collar. There are high slits on both sides of my legs, making it easier to access the blades I have strapped to my thighs.

      I stare at my reflection as Alva brushes out my rich copper waves, taming them to soft perfection. Movement in the corner of my eye pulls my attention to Morwen. She meets my gaze in the mirror as she picks up the broken clock on my bookshelf and adjusts the time, pushing it ahead by over an hour.

      I quickly glance back at Alva, but it’s clear she didn’t notice, her attention focused on the gold barrettes she’s using to pin my hair out of my face. I make note of the time, knowing I’ll be cutting it close. But if Morwen risked setting the meeting in front of Alva, it must be important.

      Morwen returns to my vanity without a word and begins lining my eyes with brown coal, highlighting their slightly upturned shape. My brother used to say I had fox eyes. He’d claim it was because of their amber shade, but secretly, I think it had more to do with how mischievous I was.

      To finish me off, they dust my face and body with a shimmery powder that makes my skin appear smooth and poreless. The king expects his pet to appear a certain way: deadly but beautiful.

      He wants everyone to covet what only he has tasted.

      The entire process takes less than half an hour, but by the time I thank my lady’s maids and open my door, Kaldar is fuming. My teeth sink into my bottom lip, hiding the smirk forming there. The girls return to their other duties as Kaldar trails behind me through the halls.

      “I don’t need an escort,” I remind him. “It’s not as if I don’t know the way.”

      “That’s not for you to decide,” he mumbles at my back.

      The king always changes the rules, ensuring they can never be predicted. Some mornings, he wants to be by himself, and my presence is unwelcome. Other mornings, he demands I join him. Apparently, my ability to walk around unchaperoned is also subject to change without warning.

      I glance over my shoulder, hating the sight of the advisors smug face. I comfort myself with the knowledge that I could gut him before he even has a chance to unsheathe the little dagger at his waist. Perhaps someday wishful thinking will lead to reality. Hope blossoms at the thought.

      Kaldar’s expression morphs into a scowl. “Stop looking at me like that.”

      I raise my eyebrows, my face becoming a mask of confused innocence. “Like what?”

      He grunts, shifting his attention. I turn away from him once more, smiling to myself as I imagine the sounds he will make when he dies by my hand.

      Men such as Kaldar are all the same. At first, they’re overly confident in their inherit superiority, but once you have them unarmed and at your mercy, they beg. They cry and plead, so unused to being on their knees for anyone, so shocked to be facing real consequences for their actions.

      After all, exceptions must be made for people of superior birth.

      When we arrive at the king’s breakfast chamber, I wait for his private guards, Doral and Huxley, to let me in. Even as his favored, who has been summoned to him, I am not permitted to walk inside unannounced. When the doors open and I’m ushered inside, I don’t bother glancing back at Kaldar.

      The king’s breakfast room is lavish and bright. It’s connected to his bedchamber, offering it an air of intimacy. Morning light gleams through the open balcony doors, giving us a view of the ocean below. Paintings of quaint country landscapes hang on the walls, and bouquets of fresh flowers sit on every surface. The cheerful yellow wallpaper mixed with the warmth of the wooden furniture paints an inviting picture. It’s meant to draw you in, to make you feel safe and welcome. Make you feel at home.

      But it’s all a lie.

      “Iverson.”

      Baylor rises from his seat at the head of the table, coming to greet me with a fond smile. I offer him a deep curtsy, silently hating how familiar my name sounds on his tongue, as if he’s far too used to saying it.

      His straight, pale blond hair hits right above his shoulders, barely brushing his gold dolman. Proud, pointed ears poke out between the strands, on display for everyone. And a gilded crown adorns his forehead, marking him as the king, in case anyone was unaware.

      While he’s never shared exactly how old he is, I know he’s seen centuries come and go, yet his face shows no evidence of it. Based on his complexion, I’d guess he stopped aging somewhere around his late twenties. Like all fae, he has been blessed with the eternal beauty of youth. As a child, that beauty used to dazzle me. Now I struggle to find even a single thing to admire about him.

      Baylor—the Beast of Battle, the King of the Seventh Isle, and my biggest regret.

      He kisses me thoroughly, his tongue invading my mouth to taste what belongs to him. His possessive hand grips my arm, while the other paws my backside. I lean into him, forcing myself not to recoil from his touch. A soft hum rises in my throat, a noise that says I have craved this as much as him.

      When he pulls back, there’s a covetous gleam in his dark blue eyes as they settle on the low neckline of my gown. “I’ve missed you, pet.”

      “Me too,” I lie, falling into my role effortlessly. It’s an easy part to play, especially since it wasn’t always an act.

      “Damn these preparations for keeping us apart.” He pulls me closer, his nose nuzzling my cheek. “I’m going mad without you.”

      I give him a patient smile, pretending I don’t find his proximity nauseating. “I cannot always be your main concern.”

      I’ve relished his distraction these last few months as he’s been working tirelessly to prepare for his twenty-fifth anniversary as king of the Seventh Isle. The rulers of the other Verran Isles have been invited to attend a ball in Baylor’s honor, though it’s doubtful that all of them will join us.

      “Have you heard back from any of the other monarchs?” I ask, careful not to call them what they actually are.

      Unlike Baylor, the other seven rulers are Gods. They didn’t have to fight a bloody battle to conquer their thrones. They were chosen by the Fates, and their realms belong to them by birthright. A fact he is incredibly sensitive about.

      Selim, the God of Accords, and Cassandra, the Goddess of Divination, have already confirmed their attendance. Selim rarely misses an opportunity to strengthen his bonds with the other realms. But Cassandra hasn’t attended an event since Maebyn, the Goddess of Illusion and the former ruler of the Seventh Isle, disappeared a quarter of a century ago. Since the two were extremely close, her decision to attend Baylor’s anniversary ball surprised everyone. Secretly, I wonder if perhaps one of her famous visions was responsible for her change of heart.

      “Kerys, Alastair, and Atreus have declined,” he complains. The Goddess of Love and Hate, the God of Chaos, and the God of War. Not surprising since they would have to travel the furthest. “I’m still waiting to hear from Eyrkan and Killian.”

      “I’m sure they will reply to you soon,” I lie.

      Eyrkan, the God of Life, is the self-appointed leader of the Gods and likely thinks attending Baylor’s party is beneath him. His refusal to respond is petty, but expected.

      Killian is different, though. The God of Death is famous for turning down every invitation he receives. All the Gods are known for being secretive, but none so much as Death. Since ascending into Godhood ten years ago, he has remained incredibly private and little is known about him.

      Baylor smiles, leaning in to give me another quick kiss before helping me into the cushioned chair to the right of his—a place of honor. These kinds of small gestures are well rehearsed, designed to make me feel special. Important. Favored.

      Fresh berries, pastries, scrambled eggs, ham, and roasted potatoes make up our meal. The smell of garlic and rosemary brings my appetite to life, but it sours immediately when my gaze snags on the porcelain plate before me. A rim of cornflower blue hugs the inner edge with a sweet dusting of lilac flowers adorning it.

      I’d recognize it anywhere.

      The late queen was fond of her wedding porcelain, only bringing it out for special occasions. When I was a child, before our relationship soured, she’d use it during private lunches for the two of us. I once asked her what made it special, and she told me it was a gift, hand-painted by the person she loved most in the world.

      For the past year, the king has been determined to erase every memory of her from these halls. Only small pieces of Leona have slipped past his notice—the last vestiges of his late wife.

      Heat prickles behind my eyes as a lump forms in my throat. Guilt and shame war for dominance in my gut. I take a sip of water, forcing myself to choke down the unexpected emotion. Glancing at Baylor seated on my left, I find him staring at me, and I struggle not to flinch at the obvious lust in his gaze.

      “It’s decided.” He shakes his head with determination. “My advisers can handle the preparations on their own. I want to spend the next few days holed up in my chambers with you.”

      “No,” I say too quickly, still distracted by the stupid plate. His eyes sharpen, and I hurry to amend myself. “I wouldn’t want to be the reason your celebration doesn’t go as planned. It’s such an important night for the whole realm.”

      Placing my hand on his, I let the emotion from before simmer in my eyes as I offer him a brave smile. I force all my best lies into the gesture. I am being vulnerable with you. I put your needs first. You can trust me.

      I glance down as if this is difficult for me. As if these words are self-sacrificing and I am searching for the courage to speak them. “You deserve to enjoy it without having to worry about me.”

      I give him a brave smile that doesn’t quite reach my eyes. He scrutinizes me for several moments before reaching out to cup my cheek, wiping a wayward tear with his thumb. As I gaze up at him with eyes full of love, something in my stomach burns, but I ignore it.

      I feel nothing.

      “Ah, my pet. You’re always so sweet.”

      I send silent prayers to the Fates that his words are sincere as he returns his focus to the meal.

      “Tell me, how was last night’s outing?” he asks, nibbling at a strawberry. My eyes track a drop of juice that drips down his chin. “Were you successful?”

      For a brief moment, I panic, thinking he’s asking me about my time at Darrow’s shop before I recall the unpleasant task he assigned me prior to that.

      “It’s done,” I assure him. “Lord Ando Varish admitted to speaking treasonous lies against the crown.” A falsehood he confessed to under extreme duress, and only to make the pain stop.

      Last month, Lady Varish gave birth to the couple’s first child, a baby girl with round ears. A mortal. This was extremely concerning, given the fact that both Lord and Lady Varish are high fae. Ando loudly proclaimed this was the result of Baylor’s reign. Yet another punishment from the Fates for the Goddess’s absence. He’s not the first to make such a claim.

      It started slowly. A few bad harvests, intense storms, lower birth rates. But in recent years, the crops have barely sustained us. Baylor has been attempting to make trade agreements with the other Isles, hoping to buy time. Building these alliances is part of why his anniversary ball is so important. Time is running out for him to find a solution.

      The storms have become more violent too. Six months ago, a thirty-foot wave crashed into a village in the north, decimating their community. All over the Isle, sunny days now turn into hurricanes at only a moment’s notice.

      “Lord Varish admitted to cutting the child’s ears himself to make them appear round,” I tell him, the words tasting bitter on my tongue. “He wanted to destabilize your reign and gain power amongst your critics, but I executed Lord Varish, as you requested.”

      Requested is such a polite world. It implies choice, a kindness the king didn’t give me. When Baylor places his hand on the collar, the enchantment upon it is activated. Any direct order he gives me must be obeyed, or the collar will be triggered.

      But Baylor has grown complacent with me. He isn’t careful with his word choice, leaving room for small acts of defiance. Like when I told Ando his pain would end if he admitted his claims were untrue, even if they weren’t. Offering him the only gift I had the power to grant, I promised him I would protect his wife and child, making sure they weren’t implicated in his treason.

      “Lady Varish had no knowledge of the scheme,” I assure the king sincerely. “She and her child were victims of his insanity.”

      Baylor nods thoughtfully. “Did he put up a fight?”

      I shake my head.

      “Then how do you explain this?” He gestures to my hand resting on the table, staring at my ruined nails, broken and jagged from digging into Darrow’s hardwood floors.

      My heart stutters, but I force myself not to react to the slip up. I’ve talked my way out of worse.

      “He struggled a bit,” I clarify, letting my gaze fall to my lap as if I’m embarrassed. “But it was nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      He watches me silently for several moments as he weighs my words.

      “You’ll spend extra time training with Remard this week,” he commands. “I won’t see your skills grow rusty.”

      I nod, not wanting to fight him on this. Training is one of the few joys I have. “I’ll let Remy know.”

      “Remy, is it now?” He wiggles his eyebrows at me. “And should I be jealous of how familiar you are with the captain of my guard?”

      “You have no reason to worry about Remard.” I use his full name, playfully rolling my eyes at the tired joke. Remy is an objectively handsome man. Tall and muscular with tan skin and close-cut chestnut hair. His warm honey-brown eyes are full of life, unlike Baylor’s. But the king knows that Remy practically raised me, thereby making the idea of seeing him in a sexual light disgusting and absurd.

      “I want no one but you.” The lie sends a wave of nausea through my stomach.

      Pale blue eyes and dark hair flash through my mind, reminding me of my strange reaction to the reaper. Physically, he’s the most attractive man I’ve ever seen. But perhaps all reapers are beautiful. Maybe that was how they tempted the souls of the recently deceased to follow them to the afterlife?

      Footsteps approach and I glance up to find Kaldar entering the room holding a stack of papers. His stringy black hair is tucked behind his ears as he dips his chin toward the king.

      “My apologies, Your Majesty,” he says. “But I have your morning report.”

      “Ah, business. The great bore of my life.” Baylor sighs, waving Kaldar forward. “What matters need tending to in my kingdom today?”

      Kaldar hands him the stack, making sure to stand in-between us, cutting me out. I take a sip of my tea, rolling my eyes at his obvious tactics. As Baylor flips through the pages, I turn my attention to my breakfast, forcing myself to eat despite my uneasy stomach. Kaldar drones on about training schedules for new guards, a property dispute between two lords, and some issue with a vendor for Baylor’s anniversary ball.

      “And, Your Majesty” —Kaldar pauses, his gaze flitting my way to ensure I’m paying attention— “Lady Bridgid requested to meet with you today for a tasting to finalize the desserts.”

      Based on his tone, it’s clear dessert isn’t the only thing on the menu. Kaldar has been pushing his niece toward the king for some time. Enlisting Bridgid to help with the ball is merely another desperate attempt to capture Baylor’s attention. Though judging by the self-satisfied smirk on the adviser’s face, it might finally be working.

      Baylor’s eyes flash crimson as his gaze narrows on Kaldar, a small glimpse of the terrifying beast he hides within. Baylor isn’t like me or Darrow. His type of illusion magic is called vertere. There are some vertere who can change their features, making themselves more beautiful or even stealing the face of someone they know. Others can take on the form of an animal, such as a bird or fox. But Baylor is different. He shifts into a monster… a beast.

      Shivers trail down my spine, and a dull ache builds at my temples. I’ve only seen him fully transition into that form once, but it was enough to ensure I never want to see it again. Whenever he’s truly angry, he’ll give us a small peek behind the curtain at what hides inside of him. A terrifying reminder of what could rise to the surface at any moment.

      “Anything else?” Baylor demands, his tone icy.

      Kaldar shakes his head and the king’s focus shifts to me. His blood-colored eyes scrutinize my face, searching for any sign that I understood the implication behind Kaldar’s words. Ignoring them both, I pretend to be oblivious while I focus on my breakfast. If Baylor is having an affair, I need to be cautious in how I handle it.

      There was a time when I would have been seething with jealousy at the mere thought of Baylor with another woman, but those feelings have long passed. When he first began pursuing me, he made a big show of getting rid of his other mistresses. Even before we became intimate, he made it clear to me I was the only one he wanted. It made me feel treasured and important, reinforcing that what we had was different.

      Special.

      “Yes, sire.” Kaldar’s voice takes on a nervous quality. “There is also the matter of the Angel of Mercy.”

      Baylor goes still. “You’d better be here to tell me we have him in custody.”

      For the past several months, a killer known as the Angel of Mercy has been carrying out their own vigilante justice all over the city. The victims have virtually nothing in common except for rumors of their abusive nature. Each one of them was suspected of harming their loved ones, but no proof was ever found.

      “Unfortunately, not.” Kaldar lowers his eyes. “There have been no updates on the murderer’s whereabouts.”

      Pretending not to notice Baylor’s rising temper, I reach for my table knife and scoop some strawberry jam from the dish in front of me, smearing it on my toast.

      “You still don’t have any leads on that?” I ask innocently before taking a bite.

      “No.” Kaldar’s gaze flashes toward me, simmering with hatred. The way he clenches his fists makes it clear he’d rather be using them on me.

      “Six murders and not a single witness or lead,” the king seethes, pushing his plate aside. “It’s ridiculous. I’m meant to be hosting a ball in two weeks, yet I’m having to take time out of my schedule to deal with these incompetent fools who can’t even catch one random criminal.”

      “If it would make you feel better, I can look into it for you?” I offer. “That way you can focus on preparing for the celebration.”

      His eyes soften, shifting back to their usual deep blue as his temper wanes, and an indulgent smile curls his lips.

      “That won’t be necessary,” Kaldar interjects, shaking his head forcefully. “I have this investigation perfectly under control, sire.”

      “I’ll decide what’s necessary.” Baylor sends a warning glance to his adviser before returning his attention to me. “Thank you, pet. But this matter is far beneath you. A waste of your talents.”

      I beam up at him, preening from the compliment like a good little pet. As he leans in to kiss my hand, I catch Kaldar’s fuming face turning red with a mix of humiliation and fury.

      Without glancing at him, Baylor waves his hand dismissively. “Go do something useful with your time.”

      Kaldar’s body is rigid as he storms out the door, sending me a dark glare before exiting. I pop a blueberry in my mouth to stop the amusement threating to show on my face.

      “You know he resents when you reprimand him in front of me?” I remind the king, always trying to drive a wedge between the two of them. The Fates know Kaldar is trying to do the same to me.

      “He has a propensity for arrogance,” Baylor says, spearing a potato wedge on his fork and lifting it to his mouth. “He needs to be reminded of his place every now and then.”

      I raise a brow. “Not letting him get ideas above his station?”

      “Exactly.” Baylor throws me a conspiratorial glance.

      “Vicious, my king.”

      “And you’re not?” He leans across the table, getting closer to me. “Tell me, what would you do with this so-called angel if you found him? Would my wraith show mercy?”

      “Never.” I promise him, telling the truth for once. “For the guilty, I will deliver only death.”
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