



[image: cover]











Lexi Ryan is the New York Times bestselling author of over thirty romance titles and the 2018 recipient of the Romance Writers of America® RITA® award for Best Contemporary Romance: Long. She lives with her husband and two children in Indiana, where you can find her writing her next book and thanking her lucky stars. Find her on her website at www.lexiryan.com.










These Twisted Bonds


 


 


Lexi Ryan


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2022 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Lexi Ryan 2022


 


The right of  Lexi Ryan  to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


Cover image: Cover design by Natalie Chen


Author photograph © Beth Eiteljorge


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


Hardback ISBN 978 1 529 37701 9


Trade Paperback ISBN 978 1 529 37697 5


eBook ISBN 978 1 529 37698 2


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










For Aaron—who drew the map and unlocked the sequel










[image: Map]










Chapter One


Beyond the castle gates, the sun rises and the birds sing, but the Golden Palace is draped in a veil of night. My night. My darkness. My power.


I throw out magic with abandon, trapping those who dare to chase me. Darkness trails behind me like the train on an elaborate wedding gown. But I’m not anyone’s bride.


I won’t let them fool me with their pretty lies and manipulations. Sebastian betrayed me. They all betrayed me, but his duplicity cuts the deepest. The male who was supposed to love me, supposed to protect me, used me to steal the Unseelie crown.


Rage floods my veins and feeds my power.


I run, even when the path beneath my bare feet turns rocky and sharp. I focus on the pain, welcome the sting of the gravel cutting into my soles. It’s the only thing that blocks out this other feeling—this anguish and frustration that belongs to the one I love. The male I’m bonded to forever. The one who lied to me, who betrayed me.


I don’t want to feel him. I don’t want to know that my departure is like a fracture down the center of his heart or that losing me has brought him to his knees. I don’t want to understand that he’s been trapped by his own duty or to comprehend the depths of his regrets. But I do. Through this bond between our souls, I do.


Sebastian betrayed me for the crown, and now he has what he wanted, while I have become that which I despised for so long. A faerie. An immortal.


Reason claws at me as I run.


I’m barefoot. In a sleeping gown. I won’t make it far like this, but I refuse to let them catch me.


I double back to the paddock, and when I push inside, the stable boy’s eyes go wide, his gaze fixed on the cresting wave of darkness looming behind me, ready to strike.


He’s young, with sandy blond hair, bright blue eyes, and pointed elven ears. I’ve seen him before, when getting a horse to ride around the palace grounds. Back when I thought I was safe here, when I believed Sebastian’s love was pure.


“Give me your boots,” I say, lifting my chin.


“My . . . my . . .” he stammers, his eyes darting toward the palace and the dark destruction I left in my path.


“Your boots! Now!”


He keeps his wide, worried eyes on me as he unlaces them and tosses them at my feet.


“Now a horse,” I command, stepping into the boy’s shoes. They’re a little too big, but they’ll do. I tighten the laces and secure them around my ankles.


His gaze darts back toward the palace again, and I throw out another burst of power, making the night beyond pulse with malice. His hands shake as he guides a white mare from her stable. “Wh-what’s happening, m-m-milady?”


I ignore the question and nod to the dark belt of knives buckled at his waist. “Your baldrick too.”


He unlatches it, letting it drop to the stable floor. Moving quickly, I snatch it by the buckle and wrap it around my waist, tightening the clasp before swinging up onto the horse.


“Thank you,” I say, but the boy is cowering, as if he expects me to end him with his own knives. His fear leaves a sour taste in my mouth. Is this who I’ve become?


This is who Sebastian made me.


I can’t think about it as I nudge my horse out of the stables, righting myself on the saddle before I feel a tug at the center of my chest. A sweet ache that begs me to turn back to the palace. Back to Sebastian.


Shouts carry across the lawn. With my new fae ears, I can make out the sounds of the chaos in the castle—the scrambling, the shouting, the pounding of feet running my way.


The shouts grow closer. My magic has slipped; my darkness has loosened its grip.


I drive my heels into the sides of the horse. She takes off, galloping at full speed while I hold on as tightly as I can.


Come back. I don’t hear the words so much as feel them, feel the ache that burns my chest and settles into my bones. I need you. Come back to me.


The reminder of my connection with Sebastian makes me ride harder. I don’t know if I can escape it, if I can mute his misery and heartache with distance alone, but I plan to try.


 


“I need a room for the night,” I tell the barmaid behind the counter at a run-down inn. My voice sounds like crushed glass, and every muscle in my body screams with exhaustion.


I don’t know where I am or how far I’ve ridden. All I know is that I raced away from the palace as fast as I could. I rode hard, passing through villages and farmlands until I couldn’t keep myself in the saddle any longer.  


I haven’t ridden much since I was a child, and I’ve never ridden for so many hours at once or through such mountainous terrain as I’ve encountered in the last few hours. By the time I handed my reins over to the inn’s stable hand, my legs were screaming in protest.


The female behind the bar has sharply pointed ears and pursed lips. Her cool blue eyes glitter with the kind of iciness people get from living a hard life. She looks me up and down, and I can imagine the mess she sees. My white sleeping gown is now the color of a dusty dirt road, and I’m sure my face doesn’t look much better. My jaw-length red hair is a dirty, tangled mess, and my lips are parched from thirst. “I don’t do charity,” she mutters, already turning away to serve a more promising customer.


I plop a bag of coins onto the counter. My old thieving ways are serving me well. This fae gold is courtesy of a drunken orc at a tavern an hour west from here, where I’d originally planned to stay for the night. The orc had spotted me heading to use the facilities and thought he’d catch me in there and put his hands on me. I may have been exhausted, but I wasn’t too tired to wrap him in darkness so deep he’d cried like a baby while he begged me to release him.


The barmaid opens the bag and peers inside, and her jaded eyes light up for a beat. Her lips curve in triumph before she schools her expression. “That’ll do,” she says, sliding a key across the counter. “Second floor, last door on the left. I’ll have the maid take up some wash water for you.”


I know nothing about faerie money—what it’s worth, what I can expect from one of their shining gold coins—but I’ve clearly handed over a significant amount, and she’s trying to play me for a fool. I arch a brow. “I’ll need dinner too.”


She nods quickly. “Of course.”


Too easy. “And some clothes. Pants and a shirt. No dresses.”


Those wrinkled lips twist in consideration. “I’m not in the business of selling clothes, and the tailor’s shop is closed for the night.” At my hard look, she sighs. “But . . .” She looks me over. “You could likely fit into something of mine. I’ll make it work.”


I nod my thanks and slide onto a stool, unsure whether my shaking legs can take another moment. “I’ll take my meal here.”


She tucks the bag away, then barks at a small child to get my dinner. He scampers off, his head down. When she turns her cold eyes back to me, they grow calculating. “Where are you from?” she asks.


I laugh, but I’m so tired it sounds more like a grunt. “You wouldn’t know the place.”


She arches a brow. “I know most places. Even spent some time in the shadow court during the war.”


I just shrug, figuring she wants those coins too much to insist on an answer. “Nowhere special.”


She sniffs, and I wonder what she smells. Do I still smell like a human despite being turned fae? Can she smell the palace on me? Faeries have impeccable senses, but in my short hours in this transformed body, I’ve only found the heightened awareness of every sound, sight, and smell distracting. It’s too overwhelming to do any good.


The child returns, noiselessly. The barmaid takes a bowl of stew and a plate of bread from him and slides it in front of me. “As long as you don’t bring trouble to my door, I don’t need to know nothing. Sometimes it’s better that way.” She ducks her head to catch my eyes. “You understand?”


I pause, the first spoonful of stew halfway to my lips. What does she think she knows about me? “Sure.”


She gives a sharp nod, then moves down the bar to help another customer.


I can hardly hold myself on the stool as I shovel the stew into my mouth. I shouldn’t be this tired, even considering the long day on horseback, but my body’s wrecked. As tempting as it is to ignore my stomach and go to my room, to climb into bed and surrender to sleep, I know I need to fuel myself for whatever’s next.


And what exactly is next?


I push away the question. I don’t know where I’m going or what I’m going to do. I need to be away from the palace—away from Sebastian. I can’t think about the rest right now. Not about how unprepared I am to be alone in this strange land, and definitely not about how these pointed ears and this newly granted immortality mean I can never go home.


Never return to Elora.


Never visit my sister.


A heavy orc saunters up to the bar, takes the spot next to me. He’s over six feet tall with a flat nose, beady black eyes, and two big bottom teeth that curl onto each side of his upper lip. He’s massive, and solid muscle, as all orcs are, and his mere proximity makes me feel small and fragile. I bow my head, hoping not to catch his notice. After my encounter with one of his kind an hour ago, I’m not interested in getting this one’s attention.


“Ale?” the barmaid asks him, those pursed lips treating him to a smile.


“Aye. And a meal. Hell of a day.”


She pulls a tap handle and pours his drink. “Yeah?”


“The unclean ones have their powers back.”


Unclean ones?


The barmaid laughs. “Sure they do.”


“Nah.” He shakes his head. “It’s true.”


She shrugs. “If this means you can hurt them again, I’d think you’d be happy.” Her tone implies that she thinks he’s full of it.


“I’m not lyin’. Happened overnight at the children’s camp. Little fuckers killed ten of my men before we knew what was going on. The last eighteen hours have been complete chaos while we waited for the injections to arrive.”


The barmaid shudders. “I don’t know how you pump that poison into anyone.”


“Easy.” He mimes pushing the plunger on a syringe.


She shakes her head. “Got some stuck in me back during the war. Feels like death itself.”


When Jalek was prisoner in the golden palace, he was given injections that blocked his magic. Is that what they’re talking about? Are they injecting the children with the same thing?


When the barmaid turns to me and arches a brow, I realize I’m staring. I bow my head again.


“Rather kill ’em,” the orc says, “but we have our orders. She wants the little bastards alive.”


Children. He’s talking about the Unseelie children in her camps.


Rage simmers in my blood. I hate all of them. The fae are liars and manipulators. If it weren’t for their cruelty and political scheming, I could be home with Jas right now instead of here. Alone and aimless. Broken and stuck in this new, immortal body I never asked for.


But the children? They may be fae, but they’re innocent in all of this. Taken from their parents and locked away as part of an endless power struggle between two courts that already had too much power to begin with. It’s disgusting.


Maybe I was never imprisoned, but I spent my childhood caged by an unfair, exploitative contract. I know what it’s like to be an orphan, and I know what it’s like to have your choices stolen from you by those who have so much power they can’t see anything beyond their greed for more.


The barmaid slides a bowl in front of orc, shaking her head. “The curse is really broken, then?”


“Aye.”


She sighs. “I’m sorry to hear about your sentinels. Will you be needing a room?”


He shovels a heaping spoonful into his mouth and doesn’t bother to swallow before speaking again. “Yeah. Need a few hours of shut-eye before I go back.”


She grabs a key from the board behind her and drops it in front of him. “Careful tonight, ya hear?”


The orc grunts in response and returns to shoveling stew into his mouth.


My stomach is sour at the thought of children being injected with anti-magic toxin, at the thought of them being imprisoned at all. The unclean ones, he called them. Is that a term used for prisoners or for Unseelie? I think I already know the answer, and it makes anger steam in my blood.


I force myself to finish my dinner, because I’ll need the energy, but the bread feels like ash in my mouth and the stew sits heavy in my gut.


After the barmaid has cleared my dishes away, I nurse my water while the orc finishes his meal and gets seconds. Only when he’s finishing those and making satisfied noises do I drain my glass.


“Mind refilling this and letting me take it up?” I ask, hoisting my empty glass in the air.


The barkeep nods and uses her pitcher to refill it.


With one last glance toward the guard, I head for the stairwell. I hide in the shadows, wrapping them around me so none of the patrons see me as they pass. I wait in silence, my lids heavy as the shadows stroke my frayed nerves, my body begging for rest. I wait and wait until, finally, the orc appears in the stairwell and heads up.


Keeping to the shadows is easy in the candlelight, and the guard’s lumbering breaths mask any sound from my own steps. He stops on the second floor and heads to the door two down from mine. When he enters, the door swings into the hall and not into the room. Perfect.


Once he’s inside, I go to my own room. It’s small, dark, and musty, but there’s a bed and, as promised, clothes and a bucket of warm water for washing. I drain my glass and refill it with soapy water before returning to the hallway. I position the glass directly in front of the orc’s door so it will topple over when the door opens. I wish I could set a more elaborate trap with my magic, but I’m too unskilled and I don’t trust anything to hold while I sleep.


I’m exhausted and impatient, my instincts at war. Half of me wants to sleep forever while the other half wants to set out to help the Unseelie children right now. But I don’t have the first idea where to go or what I’d be walking into, and I need sleep desperately.


I return to my room, strip off my dirty gown, and scrub my skin until it tingles.


As I continue washing, I notice the emerald hanging between my breasts. Sebastian gave this to me for our bonding ceremony. It seemed like such a thoughtful gift—a piece of jewelry to match the dress my sister designed for me—but now it’s a cold reminder of his betrayal. I’m tempted to tear it off and toss it into the trash, but I resist. I don’t have any money, and I might need something I can sell down the road.


I swipe the washcloth over my breastbone, ignoring the rune inked into my skin, the sign of my life-bond with Sebastian, right above my heart.


It’s been only a day since I last bathed, but it feels like a lifetime has passed since I prepared myself for Sebastian and our bonding ceremony. I was filled with such joy and anticipation; now all I feel is the burning ache of betrayal, the steady lapping of his emotions through the bond, like waves against a crumbling seawall, threatening to overwhelm me.


Love you. Need you. Forgive me.


But forgiveness feels as distant and impossible as a return to my life in the human realm. Sebastian stole the last of my ability to trust when he bonded with me. He made me believe he wanted the bond because he loved me. I tied my soul to his so he could protect me from those who would end my life to steal the crown. And he let me. He let me bond with him, coaxed me into it while feeding me carefully selected bites of the truth paired with tidy, alluring lies. He took my bond even though he knew the curse and his Unseelie blood would kill me, even though he knew I’d have to take the potion and become fae to survive.


And he did it all for power. For the very crown he condemned Finn and Mordeus for pursuing.


Sebastian’s no better than the rest of them, and now I’m tied to him forever. For my entire immortal life. Now I can feel him, as if he’s part of me.


I push it all away. His feelings. Mine.


It’s too much. Too big. And yet too small all at the same time. There are whole camps of children being drugged and locked away for the queen’s nefarious purposes. Innocent children who have no more power over their circumstances than I had when I signed the contract with Madame V so Jas and I wouldn’t end up on the streets.


When I found out about the camps, I was sick. Finn told me that when the golden queen’s guard caught shadow fae in her territory, she’d separate the children from their parents and put them in camps, where she’d brainwash them—teach them that the Seelie were better, more worthy, and that the Unseelie should serve them.


Every instinct in my heart warned that those camps were a sign that I shouldn’t trust the golden fae, but I let Sebastian’s promise that he “opposed” the camps placate me. I won’t be a fool again. I won’t stoop to Sebastian’s level and obsess about my own problems when I’m capable of helping. I won’t be like him and turn a blind eye to his mother’s evil deeds. I will do whatever I can to help those children—if only because doing so will disrupt whatever Sebastian and his mother have planned.


I’m stuck here. I’m fae. But I am not powerless, and I will never be like them.


Exhaustion makes it easy to turn off my spiraling thoughts. I want to sleep like this, clean skin on clean sheets, but I make myself put the new clothes on. The moment that trap springs, I don’t want to waste time dressing. I need to be ready to go.


When I crawl into bed, I barely make it under the covers before I fall asleep.


 


I dream of darkness. Of gazing up at a comforting blanket of sparkling stars. Of Finn’s voice behind me.


Abriella, every star in that sky shines for you.


The flutter in my chest turns to flapping wings, and I’m flying, soaring through the dark night sky, a tiny hand squeezing mine. I’m not even surprised when I look over to see Lark’s silver eyes, her wide smile. Finn’s niece has come to me in my dreams before, usually to warn me about something or share some sort of cryptic prophecy. This is the first time, I realize, that doing so won’t shave days off her life. The golden queen’s curse was broken the moment her son took the Unseelie crown. Now the shadow fae can use their powers without sacrificing their immortality.


At least something good came of Sebastian’s betrayal.


The silver webbing on Lark’s forehead glows as we fly through the star-studded night sky, but then suddenly we swoop down and the peaceful night disappears. We’re in some sort of infirmary. The walls are lined with rows of beds occupied by sleeping children.


“They look so peaceful,” I whisper.


Lark twists her lips, considering. “There’s a certain peace in death, but unrest will follow if you allow it.”


I shake my head. “I don’t understand what you’re telling me.” Lark’s gift is seeing the future, but she’s never shown me an image as precise as this.


“They’re looking for you,” she says, her eyes bright. “You need to come home. For the children. For the court.”


I shake my head. “I don’t have a home.” My sister is the only person who truly cares for me, and she’s in a realm I can no longer visit now that I’m fae. “Sebastian has the crown. I’m sorry.”


She presses a tiny finger to my lips and looks over her shoulder into the dark night. “Listen.” A shout echoes in the distance, from another world. “It’s time.”










Chapter Two


I wake with a start to the sound of someone shouting beyond the bedroom door. My eyes are gritty, my muscles still lethargic with sleep. I reach for Sebastian, wanting his heat and needing his comfort for as long as I can have it. Soon enough I’ll need to crawl out of this bed and—


I bolt upright.


Someone’s shouting in the hall, calling for the maid and screaming about incompetence.


Moonlight shines in through a tiny window, drenching everything in a silvery glow. It calls to me, and if I closed my eyes, it would sing me back to sleep.


My mind spins, scrambles, then clicks. I’m not at the Golden Palace with the male I love; I’m in a run-down inn a day’s ride east. I’m not sleeping next to Sebastian; I’m running from him.


I hop out of bed and grab my satchel, slinging it over my shoulder before quietly opening the door.


The orc is grumbling in the hall, fussing about his wet pants, and glaring at the toppled glass and puddle of water. My crude trap did its job.


With my head down to hide my smile, I turn toward the stairs and head to the stables. The night is dark and starless, and clouds slide across the moon. The air smells of rain. Did I sleep through a storm, or is there one coming?


My horse brays when she spots me. I stroke the mare’s nose and coo in her ear. Keeping one eye on the door to the inn, I throw on her saddle and tinker with the straps.


The orc pushes into the night and lumbers toward the stables. I keep my head bowed, willing myself to go unnoticed as he claims his massive horse. He hoists himself onto his steed, kicks him in the sides, and gallops off into the night.


Discreetly noting his direction, I force myself to count to thirty before climbing onto my own horse and making my way toward the road. I wait until we’re away from the stables before I wrap myself and my mare in shadows, hiding us from the sight of anyone we might pass.


My muscles cramp in protest, reminding me that I spent far too many hours on horseback yesterday. The few hours of sleep I managed at the inn weren’t nearly enough to recover, but they’ll have to do. Swiping at my gritty, tired eyes, I ignore the aches that travel from my thighs, up my spine, and all the way down my arms.


When the trail turns deeply wooded, the orc holds his lantern aloft to light the way. Staying back, I let the dense black night fall around me, cradle me, disguise me, and I make a plan.


Finn and I were able to use my magic to free Jalek from the windowless, doorless cell in the Golden Palace, and that was before I drank the Potion of Life. Now that I’m fae, my power feels endless, like a constantly refilling well. Before, I needed to focus to find it, but now it’s at my fingertips, as natural as breathing. If I can sneak into the prison, I should be able to use my gift to guide the children out through the walls and into the safety of the night. I won’t risk taking too many at once, but I will return as many times as necessary.


We ride for nearly half an hour before the path turns out of the forest and back into the moonlight. Unintelligible shouts ring out in the distance, and the smell of fire tickles my nose. A final steep incline reveals pure chaos ahead. Cursing loudly, the orc dismounts and pulls a sword from his hilt before running into the fray. Fires blaze at random intervals throughout the clearing, and fae of all sorts dart in every direction. Some, dressed in the yellow and gray of the queen’s guard, wield rope and nets and chase after children. Others swing swords and knives, felling the uniformed guards.


My mare whinnies and backpedals.


“Shhh,” I whisper, turning into a patch of trees out of sight of the melee. I jump to the ground and grab her reins, tying her loosely to a tree. “I’ll be back soon.”


Beyond the flames and the chaos looms a large structure with metal roof and bars for walls. The prison is an iron cage. The queen has caged the children like animals. I feel it in my bones, in my heart. I feel the loneliness and terror of the children inside as clearly as if they were sobbing on my shoulder, and my rage becomes a living thing inside me, clawing and scratching to get out.


What kind of monster would do that to children? And what kind of monster would stand by and let her?


I knew I hadn’t trusted the queen. So why did I trust Sebastian?


Slipping through the darkness to get closer to the clearing, I assess. A long-haired elven boy around Jas’s age screams and thrashes as one orc holds him down and another plunges a needle into his backside. The plunger depresses, and the boy’s scream slices through the air, through the night, and through my very core. It’s the sound of agony, of life and soul being severed. I know that sound because I made it myself after bonding with Sebastian. I made that sound when I was dying.


I let my rage grow, feed it like the beast I’m preparing to unleash on my enemies—for these innocent children, for every member of the courts whose lives were cut short because of the golden queen’s curse, for every human who was tricked out of their life when they bonded with a shadow fae, for myself and my own broken heart.


Power builds inside me, swelling alongside my anger, and when I cast my magic out, the darkness that blankets the clearing is so thick and so deep that even the light from the crackling flames is swallowed into the night.


Cries of surprise and dismay rend the air, and I use their voices to target my power—using all my focus to home in on the Seelie guards through the blackness and lock them in cages of darkness, one by one.


They push back against my darkness, trying to break through it with their own power, but I’m stronger and I don’t let them.


“Nice trick.”


I jerk away, reaching for my sword as I take in the male crouched beside me in the thicket. I was so focused on the guards, I didn’t even hear him approach.


Russet eyes glowing like an owl’s in the darkness, he holds up two hands. “I’m on your side.” He points down the hill from the direction I came. Silver webbing pulses with light on his forehead like pieces of broken glass illuminated by the moon. Pretha and Lark both have those markings, perhaps this male is Wild Fae as well. “The queen’s sending reinforcements,” he says. “We need to get these children to the portal and out of here before they arrive. Most of them have been treated and won’t be able to defend themselves.”


“Where does the portal go?” I ask, realizing only now that I had no plan for what to do with the children once I freed them. I came to protect them and to punish those who would hurt them, but leading a group of Unseelie children around in Seelie territory is a recipe for disaster.


“We have refugee camps in the Wild Fae Lands.”


Can I trust this stranger? How do I know the children will be safer there?


“Not camps like this,” he says, as if reading my thoughts. “Houses, not cages. Settlements where they can reconnect with their families. A safe place where they’ll be fed and protected until they can return home.”


Then I see it in the woods, more eyes like his peeking out toward the camp.


I knew that Finn’s people were helping to move Unseelie refugees from the queen’s land to the Wild Fae Lands, and since this male’s story matches up with what I learned from Finn’s people, I take a chance and decide to believe him. “Okay,” I say, nodding. “I’ll take care of the guards, you get the children to the portal.”


“Take care of them how?” he asks.


“Trust me.” I turn back to the camp and focus. I’ve always been able to see at night when no one else could, but now my night vision is better than ever. Focusing on the sentries standing outside the cage, I cast out my power, directing it like a dozen synchronized arrows flying from their bows. I aim for the sentries in the yellow and gray uniforms. Darkness grabs them, wraps them up, and traps them. One by one, I wrap the queen’s sentinels in night so vast it swallows them whole.


The male beside me chuckles. “I like you.” Then he’s gone, racing toward the prison as quick as a fox.


But the whole camp is swarming with Seelie guards, and when I trap more, my focus slips and I lose my grip on another.


One lunges toward my new friend, shouting a warning to someone else.


My ally dodges, and I wrap the guard in a blanket of shadow until he too has vanished. My friend throws me a delighted grin before the bars bend and spread. Shackled children flood into the clearing. Suddenly their chains break and their shackles fall to the ground.


A branch snaps behind me, and I swing around in time to see a figure step from the shadows. He has glowing red eyes and curled horns. I do a double take, thinking of Finn’s friend Kane, but this isn’t the male I know. This horned faerie has dark hair and doesn’t tower as tall as Kane. I half expect the children to shrink from the terrifying figure, but when he waves them toward the forest, they obey, running into the thicket—toward the portal?—as if their lives depend on it. They probably do.


A shout of pain brings my attention back to the camp. My friend has a sword to his neck, and the sentry holding it snarls. I focus on the guard and thrust him into his worst nightmares. His sword drops to the ground, and my ally gives a little salute in my direction before rushing to the next section of the massive cage.


My magic feels endless, always there with more to give when I reach for it, yet exhaustion swamps me, threatening to pull me from consciousness. But I don’t stop. As long as I have power to help and children to free, I’ll continue.


Minutes tick by, and sweat beads on my brow as I struggle to maintain my focus. I stop guard after guard with my power as more and more children rush from the prison, but the guards escape my hold almost as quickly as I can trap them.


A big hand grabs me by the scruff of the neck and drags me up. “What do we have here?”


I’m turned too quickly, my neck whipping back as I meet the murky brown eyes of the orc from the inn. A sharp sting buzzes through my shoulder, and pain blazes through my veins—hot and heavy. I try to lash out with my magic, but instead of pulling from an endless well of power, I find myself trying to fill a glass from an empty jug. There’s nothing there.


In the next moment, I collapse.


 


“I found her.”


“You wouldn’t have found her if Crally hadn’t told you where the magic was coming from.”


“Well, I stopped her. I get the first shot at her.”


“You? She sent me to the bowels of hell. I want to watch her bleed.”


“The bowels of hell? You’re really that scared of the dark?”


“Shut your mouth. You don’t know what it was like becoming nothing like that. Best part of that curse gettin’ broken is gonna be how good it feels to sink my blade in her heart. Unseelie filth.”


“Either of you touch her before the captain questions her in the morning, and you’ll have to answer to him.”


I’m on the ground, and my whole body burns and aches in equal measure. Metal shackles cut into my wrists, but I stay still and keep my eyes closed, listening to the men around me talk.


“You ever see an Unseelie bitch with hair like that?”


“She looks like the Hendishi from the shadow valley.”


“I never saw a Hendishi shorter than me. Can’t be.”


“She’s probably got horns hiding under there.”


“I say we kill her now. He’ll never know.”


“You have another way to explain what happened back there?”


Someone grumbles under his breath.


I reach for my magic and find nothing. It’s like trying to take a breath and finding there’s no room for air in your lungs. I try again and again. Nothing.


Panic swamps me and has me pulling against my restraints.


“Oh, look. She’s waking up.”


They’ve done something to me. Something to steal my magic.


The injections.


I shift my legs, testing. No bindings. But my wrists—iron manacles shackle them, and everywhere the metal touches me, my skin burns.


I keep my eyes on the ground, scanning my surroundings as best I can. A lone owl hoots from its perch above us, and insects fill the air with their nighttime song. A campfire crackles three feet from me. Two orcs lounge around it, as if they’ve set up camp for the night. A third looms over me.


“She’s awake.” A boot to my gut makes me cry out. “Say hello to the filth, boys.”


“Sit your ass down and leave her alone,” one of his companions says. “Once Captain has a chance to talk to her, you can have at her, but until then, back off.”


There’s a scuff of gravel, and boots come into my line of sight. The male stoops until his face is inches from mine. His breath smells like rot and decay, and his two curving teeth glisten in the firelight. “You ready to meet our captain? I’m gonna do you a favor, girl. Tell him who you’re working with, tell him who helped you, and he’ll only make it hurt a little.”


“Don’t tell her that,” one of the lounging orcs says. “I want to see the bitch scream.”


Once the captain gets here, I’m toast. I can’t be here when he arrives, but I can barely stay conscious now. And even if I weren’t fighting for consciousness, what would I do without my power and with my hands shackled?


Sleep, Abriella.


No. I can’t. But the voice in my head sounds like my mother’s.


Sleep, and let the shadows play.


The call is too sweet to resist, my body too weak. I close my eyes and sleep.


 


It’s time to run.


My eyes fly open. Last night’s fire crackles in front of me, and the first rays of morning sun slant through the trees. There’s a funny smell in the air. Sitting up, I rub my eyes with my shackled hands—and freeze.


My stomach heaves as I take in my captors. The orcs are still around the fire, but instead of snarling at me the way they were last night, they’re . . . dead. Bloodied and gruesome, their guts spilling out onto the forest floor. And on the ground before me is my dagger—the one I keep wrapped in shadow on my thigh, but it’s unsheathed and bloody.


I stumble to my feet and back away. There’s blood everywhere, but none on me. I’m still shackled and weak, so who killed the guards? And why did they leave me alive?


The sound of horse hooves beat in the distance and grow closer. They’re coming. The captain is coming.


I gulp in air, and reason comes with it. I turn and run.


My feet are bare—they must’ve taken my boots—and the gravel bites into my flesh. The wet heat of blood coats the bottoms, but I run. On bloody feet, with lungs so raw they feel like they might tear apart, I race away from the sound of those hoofbeats.


I’m breathless, my bloody feet raw and numb, but I keep running. 


The gravel path eventually leads to a stretch of fields. The spring wheat lashes at my legs and face as I sprint through it, but I don’t stop. I see stables ahead and use the dregs of my energy to push through the doors with my manacled hands. By the time I pull myself into a corner inside, the last of the night has all but left the sky and I have no energy left to cling to consciousness.


I collapse against the wall, let my eyes close, and sink into a deep sleep, where I run even in my dreams.


Images flash through my mind. Sebastian’s sea-green eyes as he promised to make me a home, the rune inked on my skin right above my heart that represents our bond, the iron bars of the oversize cage where the queen locked away the Unseelie children.


In every dream, past every memory, I’m running. Heart racing, lungs seizing, legs aching, running.


This is my life now. Running. Nonstop running, with enemies in every direction.


The thought grips me as I drift in and out of sleep. I want to rewind time. To go back to Elora before Jas was sold, before I knew Sebastian was a faerie, was a prince. I want to go back to that lonely, tiring existence. I didn’t have many people who cared about me, but at least no one was pretending to care. At least I got to believe that the little I had was real.










Chapter Three


“This is the great beauty Oberon’s sons have been fighting over?” a male voice asks.


“She doesn’t need beauty. The Fire Girl is a great thief; she steals hearts as easily as jewels,” replies a vaguely familiar voice.


Bakken? What is Bakken doing here?


A scoff. “Sure she does.”


I try to open my eyes and fail. My lids feel like they’ve been glued shut and my mouth feels like it’s full of sand.


“She looks as foul as these untended stalls. And smells worse,” the male says.


I try to sit up straight, groaning as every muscle locks in protest.


“Wake up, Princess Abriella. Your salvation has arrived.”


My disgust and annoyance are powerful enough that I finally manage to open my eyes. I’m greeted by the sight of shining boots laced over heavily muscled, leather-clad legs. I lift my head and see a very large, very tall olive-skinned fae male smirking down at me. Through his mop of thick, dark hair, the fractured lines across his forehead pulse a glowing silver.


“There she is,” the male says, his uptilted russet eyes dancing with amusement. “Welcome back to the land of the living.”


I know those eyes. “You were the one helping the children escape.”


I’m treated to a wide smile. He looks familiar somehow. Not just from the moments when we crouched in the grass together outside the Unseelie prison, but more than that.


“You’re Wild Fae,” I say, my voice hoarse.


He snorts. “Why, yes. Thanks for noticing. Can we leave now? Before your prince finds me on his mother’s lands and makes me pay with my head?”


My gaze slides to the goblin standing beside him. It’s not Bakken at all, but another goblin I don’t recognize. The creature’s too-long teeth gleam with saliva as he stares at my hair.


“Go where?” I ask. Talking feels like gargling daggers. I thought that being fae meant feeling healthy and energetic—full of life—yet I’ve felt closer to death than life from the moment I woke up with these elven ears.


The strange male chuckles. “Well, you used a great deal of power before you even had time to recover from your metamorphosis. Of course you feel like hell.”


I glare at him. Is he reading my mind, or are my thoughts that obvious?


“Both. At least your feet healed.”


He’s right. The pain’s gone. The only evidence of last night are the shackles on my wrists and the dried blood covering my feet.


He waves haphazardly in my direction, and the iron on my wrists falls away. He offers me his hand. “Come. Prince Ronan’s sentries will arrive in moments.”


“How would he know where I am?”


“The bond?” the male reminds me with an arched brow. “If he’d bothered to come after you himself rather than sending a unit from his guard, he’d have you already. But you keep running, so his men have had quite a time trying to find you.”


There it is—the distant sound of hoofbeats. I’m so tired of running.


The male takes one of the goblin’s hands, and the goblin extends his other for me.


“Why should I trust you?”


The male chuckles. “Oh, you shouldn’t. In fact, you should stop trusting anyone. That’s a dangerous habit around here, and you’ve made quite a mess.”


“Excuse me?”


The hoofbeats are closer now. Someone shouts, “Just ahead!”


Standing, I brush the hay off my trousers. I turn and look out the stable doors, expecting to see a group of horses bearing down on us, but I see nothing. “Where are they?”


“Beyond the hill, about a mile away and closing fast,” the male says.


I twist my face up in disbelief.


The male chuckles. “You’re not used to your keen fae hearing yet, but you’ll adjust. Now, shall we?”


I hesitate. On the one hand, I have nowhere else to go, and I know this male helped the children escape their prison at the queen’s work camp. For that alone I trust him. On the other hand, he’s right. I can’t trust anyone.


“We don’t have much time, Princess.”


I ignore him and turn to his goblin. “Where are you taking me?”


“The Wild Fae Lands,” the goblin says, his eyes darting around the stables as if the enemy were hiding in the dark corners.


“But I’ve bonded with Sebastian. I . . .” I swallow. I can’t think about it too much or I’ll fall apart. “I feel him,” I say through gritted teeth. “He’ll be able to find me.”


The goblin doesn’t reply, but his companion nods. “Yes, but he won’t be able to reach you without starting a war—one he cannot afford right now.”


I can’t go home. Even if I knew how to get back to Elora, I would be hunted for being fae, either killed outright or beaten and mutilated just like Oberon was before my mother found him and nursed him to health. Sebastian lived there for two years, glamoured to appear human, but I don’t know how to glamour myself—or whether my powers would even allow it.


I could go to Finn. He came to me in that dream the night I took the Potion of Life . . . or I went to him.


Are you happy?


Of all the things he could’ve said or asked, he wanted to know if I was happy. A lesser male would’ve gloated about the mistake I made when I trusted Sebastian.


I’m confident that Finn would give me a place to stay—he said as much in his brief visit to my dreams—but I don’t understand why. I no longer have the crown. I don’t have anything he needs, except maybe this power—but he should have his own now that the curse is broken. And even if he would take me in, am I ready to trust him? Sure, Sebastian’s betrayal was worse, but both males used me, manipulated me and tried to trick me. All for what? Power? The crown? They can have it.


“We don’t have all day, Princess.” Those russet eyes shift to the road outside.


“I am not powerless. If you’re tricking me, I will lock you in a darkness so deep and vast, you will pray for the refuge of your nightmares.”


He flashes a grin to his goblin. “I really like her.” He takes my hand and the goblin takes the other.


Then I’m falling.


Flying, reeling, going left and right and nowhere all at once until suddenly we’re in a dimly lit bedroom. The windows look out to the first tendrils of dawn stretching across a tree-lined vista below. The sun is just rising here, where it was full daylight in the Seelie lands. That takes me by surprise for a moment until I remember that the Wild Fae Lands are situated far west of the queen’s Golden Palace.


“Take care, Fire Girl,” the goblin says, then bows his head and disappears.


I frown at the vacant spot the goblin occupied seconds before. “Why do they work for you?”


“Excuse me?”


“The goblins—it seems that every powerful faerie has at least one at their beck and call, but they have this power that you need. Why do they serve you?”


The russet-eyed male gives me a crooked grin, as if this question somehow makes me more interesting. “Goblins take alliances with different courts for their own purposes, but usually for access to information, as their collective knowledge is the source of their power.”


“Collective knowledge?”


He lifts his chin. “Indeed. What one goblin knows, soon all goblins will know. Never be foolish enough to believe a goblin who does your bidding is serving you. They play a bigger role in the politics of this realm than most realize. They always have their own motives and rarely share them.”


His explanation makes sense to me. Bakken may have lived in my aunt’s house as her servant, but I never had the impression that she truly ruled over him.


Nodding, I take in the room—the large four-poster bed piled with layers of linens that looks so soft my tired body sways toward it, the windows that overlook a mountainous landscape as lovely as the gardens at the Golden Palace and the lush green valleys beyond.


This seemed like the best choice when faced with returning to the Golden Palace or trying to find Finn, but now that I’m alone with this strange male, I’m questioning my judgment.


“Where are we?” I ask.


The russet-eyed faerie folds his arms and cocks his head to the side. “We’re in my home.”


My gaze darts to the bed again. If he thinks—


“Settle down, Princess. I don’t take unwilling females to my bed. And even if you were willing . . .” With a wrinkled nose and a repulsed little shudder, he gives me a once-over and shakes his head. “I don’t care for bed partners who smell like the dung pile my father forced me to shovel as a child.”


I gasp. Rude.


He chuckles. “I speak the truth. You have . . . an odor, likely from last night’s sleeping arrangements, but nonetheless you look like you haven’t bathed in a fortnight. Forgive me for not finding you tempting.”


He’s maddening. “I don’t want to tempt you. I just want to . . .” What do I want? Nothing. I want nothing but to escape this nightmare. Right now, the only thing that appeals to me is sleep.


“Then sleep,” he says, waving to the bed. “But perhaps a bath first? I’ll call your handmaid.” He turns to the door.


“Wait.”


Pausing, he arches a brow.


“Who are you?”


His slow smile stretches across his face and makes his eyes light up. “I am Mishamon Nico Frendilla, but you may call me Misha.” He bows at the waist. “Pleasure to officially meet you, Abriella.”


Misha. Pretha’s brother. That’s why he is so familiar to me. He resembles his sister. “No.” I fold my arms. “You’ll have to take me somewhere else. I do not need to involve myself with another prince of another faerie court. No.”


His eyes go wide. “Prince? Milady, I am king. And with all due respect, where do you think you can go? You want some time to gather your thoughts and figure out how you feel without Prince Ronan trying to influence you. I’m offering you that time.”


“Get out of my head,” I growl. Not only do I not want to involve myself with more fae royalty, the last thing I need is to take shelter where even my thoughts aren’t private.


Misha sighs. “Like I said, Ronan can’t come here without my permission—not without starting an ugly conflict.”


“You can go into the Court of the Sun, open portals, and steal away the queen’s prisoners, but I’m to believe that Sebastian coming to retrieve me would be considered an act of war?”


“Trust me, the queen would love to seek retribution for all I’ve taken from her, but she can’t. Not without exposing herself to the entire realm as the slave-keeping, child-stealing, power-hungry bitch that she is.”


“But Sebastian—”


“Ronan’s power is tenuous at best, in either court,” Misha says. “He can’t risk losing the precious followers he has by sending soldiers to this mountain to claim a girl.”


“And Finn?”


He shrugs. “Finn doesn’t know you’re here.”


“And how do I know you aren’t in alliance with him in exchange for access to me?”


“And why does he need access to you? What do you have to offer?”


I flinch. Too true. Of course. Why would they risk anything for me? I no longer have what they want. “Perhaps you’ll sell me to the golden queen? Or maybe you’re looking for information. I doubt you’re doing this because you make a habit of helping random humans.”


He looks me over again. There’s no interest in his perusal, only curiosity. “I don’t help random humans, but you, Abriella, are neither random nor human.”


“You know what I—”


He holds up a hand. “As for my reasons for helping you, you are correct in assuming my motivations aren’t selfless. I’m responsible for my kingdom and all that reside here, and whether I like it or not, the actions of the other courts affect my people. And whether you like it or not, you’re caught up in the middle of all of it.”


“So I’m a pawn?” Again.


His eyes heat, and he steps forward. “You don’t get to play the poor little abused mortal girl with me,” he says. “Oberon gave you his crown and his power, and in doing so, he tied your fate to the fate of his kingdom. You weren’t given a choice. But neither was I when I was born to rule these lands. Neither was Prince Ronan or Prince Finnian. You are not the only one who’s been dealt a difficult hand, and feeling sorry for yourself won’t change the fact that your actions will have an impact on my family, my people, and this entire realm.”


Gaping at the beautiful, sharp-tongued fae king, I grapple for a smart reply, but my brain is too fuzzy. “I don’t have the crown anymore. I’m just a human who’s been made fae. I’m no one.”


He looks me over slowly, and I feel as if he can see past all the dirt, past my skin, and inside my very soul. “You’re filthy and exhausted. You’ve never fully recovered from the potion, and you’ve expended an extraordinary amount of power in the last day. Even the sacred fire gem around your neck can’t save you from burning out if you keep this up.”


My hand goes to the emerald teardrop hanging between my breasts. “The sacred what?”


“Fire gem,” he says, eyeing the stone in my hand. “Don’t you know you’re wearing a talisman? An incredibly rare, highly valued one at that?”


I look closer and realize it’s not a stone at all—not like one I’ve ever seen, at least. “Why is it called a fire gem if it’s green?”


“They come in all colors, but I imagine it’s named after the way it looks when you hold it up to the light—like there are flames inside.”


“What do they do?” I ask. And why would Sebastian give one to me?


“Probably to ensure you were strong enough to survive the transition. Not all humans who’ve taken the potion have lived to speak of it.”


I swallow hard as a flurry of emotions twist my gut. Is this a sign of Sebastian’s love for me or further damning evidence of just how premeditated his choices were? He knew I’d die when I bonded with him, and he kept the truth from me. He stole my human life so he could take the Unseelie throne.


“You’re thinking too much,” Misha says. “I’ll explain everything soon, but you need rest.” He pokes his head out the door and calls softly down the hall for someone.


A white-haired female wanders in. Bowing her head, she skirts me and steps into what appears to be a bathing room.


“Holly will draw you a bath and get you some clean clothes,” Misha says. “If your mind won’t allow you to rest, there’s a sleeping tonic by the bed.”


As if I’d take anything—


“It’s not poisoned, Princess. It’s an herbal mixture prepared by my healer for a more peaceful sleep, but whether you use it or not is entirely up to you.”


I take a deep breath. He’s right. I need a bath and some sleep. I’m exhausted and heartbroken and—


I scream and jerk back as pain slams into my body. I press my hand to my gut, fully expecting to see blood seeping between my fingers; then pain seizes my limbs so forcefully that I fall to the ground. “What . . .”


I lift my gaze to meet Misha’s and see confusion flash there before understanding takes its place. “The bond,” Misha says, his eyes wide. “You’re feeling Prince Ronan.”


I gasp at the burning ache in my gut, in my chest. I’m being torn apart. “Sebastian’s hurt?”


“You tell me.”


He’s right. I know it as surely as I know my hand is my own. This pain is Sebastian’s. “He’s been . . . attacked.”


“With magic? With a blade?” Misha asks. “Is it a death blow?”


I shake my head. “I . . . I don’t know.”


“Focus,” he says, his voice as soft as silk.


I close my eyes to focus and am pummeled by sensations and emotions that aren’t my own. The pain rolling over his body, his despair, his heartache. There’s more. Frustration and worry. And . . . jealousy? Ripe, green jealousy that’s so potent it feels like anger.


Misha chuckles. “He must be with Finn. Ronan’s still jealous of the shadow prince even after getting your bond. What an insecure child.”


I glare. “Stop that.”


He shrugs. “Just trying to help.”


Another wave of pain, this one less intense, but it leaves an ache. How badly is he hurt? Will he be okay? I stomp down those questions. He betrayed me. “How do I make—” I gasp. “Make it stop.”


“The bond?” Misha shakes his head. “You can learn to mute what you’re receiving from him, but it will still be there when you let your guard down.”


I need you I need you I need you I need you.


I press my palms to the sides of my head. He’s there—not in words, but in this echo of feeling.


“He knows you’re tuned in to him,” Misha says. “He feels it, and he’s trying to communicate.”


I love you I love you I love you I love you.


Despair is a blow to my chest, his mingling with mine, and I slump against it. I grip the wooden bedpost to pull myself off the floor. “How does this bond work?” I ask. I’m a fool for not asking more questions before I accepted it. A fool for trusting a faerie.


Misha arches a brow and studies me. “It’s a connection,” he says. “An awareness.”


“Does he know my thoughts?” I love you I love you I love you I love you. I need you I need you I need you I need you.


“Not exactly.” He tilts his head to the side and studies the ceiling thoughtfully. “It’s more like an impression. A strong empathic connection between the two of you. So if what you’re feeling translates strongly into a word or a phrase, he might get the impression of that word or phrase. But usually it’s more of a feeling.”


“How do we undo it?”


Misha chokes out a laugh. “It’s a soul bond, girl. You can’t take it back.”


“Surely there must be some way.”


“Perhaps, but it’s costly and painful and requires the full cooperation of both parties. You each have to choose to release the other. There’s a ritual that requires many of our sacred fire gems—the one around your neck wouldn’t get you close—and I’m told it’s as excruciating as the Potion of Life.”


My muscles lock up at the memory of the Potion of Life and the agony it wrought on my body. I don’t know if I could go through that again, but maybe there’s another way. The bond isn’t the same between a faerie and a human. If I could transform back into a human somehow . . .


“The only cure for immortality is death. There’s no reverse Potion of Life. Not anymore. Though it might surprise you to learn that you’re not the first to desire such a thing.”


I glare at him and his intrusive mind reading. “Tell me how to mute this bond.”


He tilts his head to the side. “For you, the problem goes deeper than the bond. It’s much more than being aware of your lover boy’s feelings.”


“Don’t call him that.”


“My point,” he says, ignoring my objection, “is that blocking him won’t free you from him.”


“Help me shut him out.”


Misha shakes his head. “It takes practice, fortitude, and empathic strength. You’re too weak for any of that at the moment.”


“Can you help me or not?” I snap.


“There’s no instant fix. Bathe, drink the tonic, and rest. The reprieve of sleep is the best I can offer in your current condition. I’ll see you when you wake.” He retreats to the hall, and I glare at his back until he closes the door behind him.


But slowly the pain fades. The echo of Sebastian in my head fades. He’s still there—always there—but quieter now.


Holly helps me into the bath, then leaves me. The warm water smells like fresh lavender, and my sore muscles slowly uncoil as I wash off the sweat and dirt from my capture and escape. The morning birds call outside the window and the water grows cool as the sun climbs above the horizon. All the while, I ignore the way this bond makes it feel as if Sebastian’s in the room watching me. Ignore the relief that washes over me when his pain subsides and his emotions settle.


He’s okay. He’ll survive.


Only once the last of the heat has seeped from the bathwater do I climb out of the tub and dry myself. A fresh sleeping gown waits on the foot of my bed, and I pull it over my head and crawl under the soft covers, curling onto my side.


I feel him in my mind, cradling me, holding me close. I want to shrug him off, but I don’t know how. I can’t deny that in this moment, while I weave in and out of sleep, my mind clinging to worry for the male I loved, there’s a comfort to this bond.


I drift off, wondering if he knows where I am. Wondering why he would care at all now that he has the crown.


 


My dreams drag me through violent ocean waves, put me back on the horse with my mother, riding away from that woman who scares me, and then drop me into a summer night before I can get my bearings.


The air is hot and sticky, and I can’t bring myself to go inside to Madame V’s cellar, where the air gets stale. I’m too beaten down tonight to look my little sister in the eye and pretend that I made today’s payment through hard work alone.


Stealing, even from the worst people, takes a toll on my heart and mind. I never intended to become a thief. Never thought I’d be sixteen and already so deep in debt that I understood why other girls my age ended up selling themselves to the fae.


I take a seat on the ground and look up at the stars. They’re not very bright tonight, but the sight still soothes me. I love the night. The sound of the frogs singing, the owls calling in the distance. It reminds me of a simpler time. When I didn’t know what it was like to have my sister depend on me, when I still wished on stars and had a mother to tell me fairy tales at bedtime.


Once upon a time, there was a little girl with blazing red hair who was destined to save a kingdom . . .


“How did I know I could find you out here?” Sebastian asks, stepping out from Mage Trifen’s back door. He’s so beautiful in the moonlight, his white-blond hair blowing softly in the breeze, and my heart tugs with longing for the mage’s apprentice.


“Maybe because I have no life, and if I’m not working or sleeping, this is where I always am?” I say, laughing. I didn’t think I wanted any company tonight, but seeing him makes me feel lighter. “I’m quite predictable.”


He crosses the courtyard and lowers himself to the ground beside me, leaning back on his elbows. “Only in the best ways.”


I pull my gaze from the stars to flash him a smile and find him staring at me, his expression serious. “Bash?”


“This is the first time I wanted to kiss you,” he says. “I wanted it so badly.”


I frown at my secret crush, trying to make sense of this. “Wanted? What do you mean?”


Sebastian flickers in and out of my vision, like a reflection in a pond that disappears with a ripple only to reappear when the water settles. For a moment, a sparkling crown of stars sits atop his head, but I blink and it’s gone.


“You remember this night, don’t you? You were exhausted—you were always exhausted, but this night you stayed outside with me and told me about your mother. You confessed that you missed her and sometimes still dreamed about her coming home. Then you fell asleep right beside me.”


I shake my head. He’s not making sense. What night is he talking about? What he says is true, but I’ve never said it out loud.


He swallows hard. “I carried you to bed, and when you clung to me in your sleep, I knew I couldn’t do it. I knew I’d rather watch my mother die than betray you. But I ran out of choices.”


What is he talking about? I study his face—the sharp line of his jaw, his straight nose, his soft lips. Some unfamiliar boldness has me lifting my hand to his face. His skin is soft. Perfect. And I know exactly how it will feel to have that face buried in my neck, his body over mine . . .


He brings his hand to my face and cups my cheek, but my attention snags on a marking on the inside of his wrist. A rune tattoo I’ve never seen before—the match to mine.


I drop my hand and jerk back. I don’t have a tattoo. And I’ve never been with Sebastian. I don’t know where that thought came from. But Sebastian pulls me into his arms before I can get too far, and I let him.


Past and present, dream and reality all sort themselves and click into place.


He’s warm and safe, and I never want to leave. I am so sick of being alone. So I lean into his embrace, into his warmth. I feel his heart beating against my cheek and I want to cry. I want to cry because this is only a dream. Because it’s not real. I want to cry because I was once foolish enough to believe it was.


Everything’s different. Now I know what it’s like to take a life and to lose my own. I know what it’s like to plunge a blade into the heart of a king and feel no remorse. I know what it’s like to die and be brought back through the excruciating magic of a sacred faerie potion. I know what it’s like to love so deeply and have that love used against me.


Tomorrow there will be more running. I will still be alone. Sebastian will still have betrayed me.


“I thought it was real,” I whisper against his soft cotton shirt. “You made me believe you loved me.”


“I do love you.”


I shake my head because this is a dream, and dream Sebastian will always love me. Will always protect me. He would never betray me.


When he pulls back and tilts my face up to his, he looks into my eyes for a long time. “You have every right to be angry,” he says. “I am so sorry. I am so sorry I didn’t find another way.”


I stiffen. I don’t want to have this conversation. I want to pretend no apologies are needed and that none of this ever happened. But . . .


“I should’ve come for you myself, but I couldn’t, and now . . .” He shakes his head. “What’s your connection to the Wild Fae court? Who took you there?”


I can only stare at him. This is a dream, but not a typical dream.


“Come to me at the Unseelie palace. I promise I’ll keep you safe. I don’t know what my mother has planned, but I fear—”


“You’re visiting my dreams.”


His smile is slow and unsure. “I am half Unseelie.”


“I don’t want you here,” I breathe.


There’s devastation in his eyes. Heartache that I understand all too well. That I feel in my bones, humming right alongside my own. “Brie—”


“Get out.” Then I shove. With my hands and my mind, I shove until he disappears and I’m alone again and swept into another dream.


Later in the night, Finn appears in a dream, but I shove him out before he can say a single word.










Chapter Four


I sleep for hours without stirring, even without the tonic.


When I wake, light peeks through the gap in the curtains. I press my palms against my eyes and groan. I need to be entangled with another Faerie court like I need a hole in the head. Never mind that I doubt Misha is exactly a neutral party here. He and Amira were working with Finn to rescue Unseelie refugees from the queen’s camps. While knowing this makes it easier to trust Misha, easier to respect him, it also means that he has ties to Finn and those who want Finn on the Throne of Shadows.


Meanwhile, Sebastian is visiting me in my dreams and asking me to come to him at the Unseelie palace. Did he take the throne? Now that he has the crown, I’m not sure what would stop him, not sure what he might be doing that he would’ve found himself in the kind of pain I felt yesterday.


Sitting up, I swing my feet around to the cool stone floor. The room spins, and I close my eyes for a beat. I am still painfully exhausted. Misha said it was because I had exerted myself too much after taking the potion and I needed to rest, but I still I feel as ragged as I did during my worst days as a human. Perhaps the energy and vitality associated with the fae doesn’t come to those of us who drink the potion. Perhaps those gifts are reserved for the natural-born faeries.


I use the facilities, and when I return to the bedroom, a strange female waits by my bed, a cerulean gown with heavy skirts draped across her extended arms, like an offering.


“Who are you?” I ask.


“I’m Genny. I heard you rise and prepared your attire for an early dinner.” She smiles as if my waking from a nap is the best thing that’s happened to her all day. “May I help you dress?” she asks, stepping toward me.


I point to the gown. “Not that.” I’ll no longer allow anyone to weigh me down in heavy skirts and tie me up in breath-stealing corsets. I’m done with flimsy shoes and fine fabrics. I’m done being controlled.


“Would you prefer a different color? We have many choices for you to—”


“Pants.” I attempt a smile to soften the sharp word. “Please.”


“As the lady wishes.” She tosses the dress on the bed before crossing to the wardrobe and flinging the doors open. It’s bursting with lush fabrics in a rainbow of colors. I wish I could send them all home for Jas. A smile tugs at my lips as I imagine her cutting them up and using the material for her own creations, but then it falls away as I realize I may never again get to watch her light up at the prospect of a new project.


If only I could be human again. If only I could return to Elora and leave the nightmare of this realm behind.


“Whose clothes are those?” I ask.


Genny flashes me a questioning glance over her shoulder. “Excuse me?”


“That wardrobe is full. Whose clothes are those?”


“They’re yours, milady.”


I frown and study the dress on the bed. I don’t recognize it, but then I had more dresses at the Golden Palace than I could’ve ever worn. I let Tess and Emma choose my clothes and never paid much attention. “From the Seelie Court?” I ask.


“No, milady. These are new clothes, purchased for your stay in our lands. His Majesty asked us to prepare them for you while you slept.”


How so quickly? With magic? And how did I not hear them bringing all the clothes into my room? But I don’t bother asking. It all feels like a trick. Everything in this realm is a trick.


“We’ll make adjustments, of course,” she says, “now that we know you prefer pants to dresses.” Pulling open a drawer, she produces a pair of light brown leather riding pants and a white blouse and sets them on the bed next to the discarded gown. Next she opens a drawer and removes a set of undergarments.


“I can dress myself,” I say as she pulls a pair of riding boots from the wardrobe.


“Of course, milady. As you wish. I will wait in the hall and escort you to the dining terrace when you’re ready.” She gives a slight bow of her head.


I shift awkwardly. Even after weeks of being pampered and catered to at the Golden Palace, I’m still not comfortable with having servants. I’m so used to being the servant, I don’t think being on this side of the exchange will ever feel right. “Thank you.”


She turns to the door and stops, her hand on the knob. “It is I who should be thanking you,” she whispers.


“For what?”


“For breaking the curse.” She keeps her gaze on the door. “I lost a dear friend from the golden court. He was attacked by a shadow fae in his own home. He . . .”


“He couldn’t defend himself,” I whisper, and then cringe at myself for stating the obvious. The queen’s curse made the Unseelie mortal and limited their magic, forcing them to make human sacrifices to use their magic and extend their lives. But the cost of such a great curse was, in part, taking away the Seelie’s ability to physically harm the Unseelie, making the Seelie defenseless against Unseelie attacks and deepening the divide between the courts. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  These Twisted Bonds



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Contents



			Map



			Chapter One



			Chapter Two



			Chapter Three



			Chapter Four



			Chapter Five



			Chapter Six



			Chapter Seven



			Chapter Eight



			Chapter Nine



			Chapter Ten



			Chapter Eleven



			Chapter Twelve



			Chapter Thirteen



			Chapter Fourteen



			Chapter Fifteen



			Chapter Sixteen



			Chapter Seventeen



			Chapter Eighteen



			Chapter Nineteen



			Chapter Twenty



			Chapter Twenty-One



			Chapter Twenty-Two



			Chapter Twenty-Three



			Chapter Twenty-Four



			Chapter Twenty-Five



			Chapter Twenty-Six



			Chapter Twenty-Seven



			Chapter Twenty-Eight



			Chapter Twenty-Nine



			Chapter Thirty



			Chapter Thirty-One



			Chapter Thirty-Two



			Epilogue



			Acknowledgments



			Endmatter page 1



			Endmatter page 2











  



OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg





OEBPS/OPF/map.jpg
PALACE (i) <>
¥ F 4 (L)
bl

UNSEELIE
COURT

44
oy %

SEELIE UNSEELI
COURT

£ SERENITY
FR PALACE
Tt






OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo_zoom2.jpg
HODDER &
HODDER &





