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To Anne Rice, who first made me believe in the power of stories


To  Mushu, for fourteen years of love


And for Cyrus, Noura, and Victor, always









Give me my Romeo; and, when he shall die,


Take  him and cut him out in little stars,


And he will make the face of heaven so fine


That all the world will be in love with night


And pay no worship to the garish sun.


From Romeo and Juliet


by William Shakespeare









For I have learned that every heart will get 


What it prays for


Most.


From “A Potted Plant”


by Hafez
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PROLOGUE
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Death meets us in the darkness. There, in that moment, all the moments before it take shape to form the lines and contours of a life, like a vessel on a potter’s wheel.


For an instant, the measure of a life can be seen.


Was it a life of emptiness? Was it misshapen, its cup filled from another’s well? Was it cracked and leaking? Perhaps chipped from so many lessons learned?


These were Suli’s thoughts as he held on to Sunan’s hand. He wondered what would become of them, now that his brother’s magic could no longer protect what remained of the Winter Court.


Their court of ice and darkness had once been great, its ramparts carved deep into the heart of a glittering mountain. The vampires and the werewolves had ruled from this lofty perch, their coffers overflowing with gemstones mined from this very fortress, its caverns veined with gold and iron ore, its alcoves spangled with rubies and diamonds.


But in the end, their greed cost them everything, and the mountain had fallen still. Looters and profligates tried to tunnel their way to what remained of the riches, but the caverns collapsed on them, burying them in tombs of stony silence.


The mountain faded into remembrance, its once-glittering halls empty.


Now its formidable shell provided their kind with a place to call home. In recent years, Sunan had kept the creatures of the Sylvan Wyld—and all those who needed it—safe. He was great indeed, and Suli was proud to call him brother.


A humble goblin like Suli learned long ago to accept that he was not fated for the same kind of greatness. Standing in the shadow of his brother—the most famed illusionist the world of the fey had ever known—had not bothered Suli much. He’d seen the cost of Sunan’s so-called gift. Better that Suli keep to his own clumsy conjurings. They had given him solace after he’d lost his family to the mirror, and they would undoubtedly do so once again.


Now that he would be the only member of their family left.


“Out with it,” Sunan whispered in a raspy voice, his brow knotted. “You … have s-something you wish to say.”


Suli glanced at the soaked dressings pressed against the wound in Sunan’s side. “Don’t waste the energy to speak,” he said in the language of their kind. Already his brother’s injury was stinking of rot, the swelling and the charred blue flesh around Sunan’s stomach preventing a healer from sewing it closed.


“Should I be s-saving it for something else?” Sunan’s eyes twinkled, despite his obvious pain. “Perhaps … a jaunt through the f-freshly fallen snow?” He snorted. “I’m dying. The l-last joy I have is to s-speak my mind.”


Suli sighed. “I suppose you’re right.”


A shudder wracked through Sunan’s tiny blue body. He gripped Suli’s hand. “Brother, you must p-protect our kind. The mirror … you m-must see it d-destroyed. Promise me.”


“You know I cannot.”


“P-please.” Sunan swallowed. “Promise me.”


“I swore on my children’s graves that I would never again stand close to that mirror, much less make use of its power, even to destroy it.” Suli took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, brother. I cannot accept this responsibility. The mirror is a curse to all who behold it.”


Sunan wheezed, his features twisting in dismay. “I—I thought Arjun Desai w-would be the one, but”—he coughed, and blood dribbled down his chin—“now w-we must turn to the prince.” He winced again, a single tear trailing toward his right ear. “He m-must know. He—”


“Sébastien Saint Germain is not up to the task.” Suli’s voice rose. “He is as selfish and calculating as his uncle ever was.”


“He s-stayed to help us.”


“A mere two days of him caring for our wounded does not sway me.” Suli’s features hardened. “A true leader does not wait for smooth waters. He faces the hurricane.”


“We c-cannot expect him to change overnight.”


“You wanted him to take a stand against Lady Silla that afternoon by the river. He did not, nor will he, so long as he loves her daughter. Our people will never follow him, despite the noble blood flowing through his veins.”


Sunan’s yellowing eyes widened. “If y-you will not lead, h-he must be the one.” He tried to sit up. “He m-must protect our kind. He must s-safeguard the mirror. Or … s-see it destroyed. It is his birthright. His … d-duty. Promise me.”


“I promise you that I will speak with him on the matter.”


Sunan nodded, his exhaustion plain. “Th-thank you, Suli.”


Suli sighed to himself as he eased his brother back to the threadbare pillow, straw poking through its seams. He wanted to argue more with Sunan. Give voice to his exasperation, as he’d done for centuries.


All at once, Suli realized that time was at an end. The comfort he’d felt in that closeness would be gone from him in a matter of moments. Loss took hold of his heart. It blossomed in Suli’s chest, the ache creeping up his throat. He gripped Sunan’s hand.


“I … shall miss our conversations,” Suli said.


Sunan smiled at him, another tear etching down his blue skin. “I shall miss you.”


“Some mortals believe in an afterlife.” Suli’s own eyes welled. “I hope they are right.”


“If they are, I w-will tell our f-family you love them.”


“Thank you.”


Sunan took a trembling breath, his voice fading to a whisper. “I’m f-frightened.”


“That is unlike you.”


“Knew … this time … would come.”


“The mirror allowed you to foresee your death, yet you are still frightened,” Suli murmured. “Knowledge alone is never enough.”


Sunan nodded, another bout of coughing tearing through his body. He groaned and pressed his lips together.


“You don’t have to fight anymore,” Suli said softly.


Sunan swallowed. A gasp flew from his lips, his eyes wide. With a final burst of effort, he gripped Suli’s hand in both of his own. “She will … never … choose her.”


“What?” Suli bent closer.


“Silla. Will … kill the child … first.” Bloody sputum poured from Sunan’s mouth.


Suli shook his head, tears coursing down his cheeks. “Don’t fight anymore, Sunan. Be at peace.”


“Tell … Bastien. Celine … will die. Hallowtide.”


Realization struck Suli like a bolt of lightning piercing the night sky. “Lady Silla intends to kill her own daughter during mortal Hallowtide?”


Sunan wheezed. “Stop … them. Destroy … the mirror. Do … what I … failed to do.”


“I will do whatever I can. Be at peace, brother. You have more than earned it.”


With another shudder, Sunan exhaled. Suli watched the life leave his brother’s body. Still he did not release Sunan’s hand. He sat in silence, honoring the moment of his brother’s passing. Many long years and many hard losses had taught Suli that this was not a time for anger or pain. That time would come later, like waves crashing upon a dark shore.


Now was a moment for quiet. A moment for respect. A moment for love.


Tomorrow there would be pain. Tomorrow he would allow the anger to race through his veins and the pain to rip through his chest. Tomorrow he would make sense of it all.


One day, perhaps there would be justice.


With a heavy heart, Suli let go of his brother’s hand for the last time.


Sunan had charged Suli with knowledge. And knowledge alone was never enough.


Suli swore on their family’s graves that he would pass the mirror’s curse to Sébastien Saint Germain … or die trying.



   






THE RUINED PRINCE
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The events of that afternoon along the riverbank was seared onto Bastien’s memory like a brand. He returned to the scene as if it were a daguerreotype brought to life.


Chaos reigned around him, silver-tipped bullets flying through the twilit sky. The fog from Sunan’s illusion began lifting, and a pack of werewolves emerged from the tree line near the bridge linking the wintry land of the Sylvan Wyld to its summery nemesis, the Sylvan Vale.


Bastien watched the wolves prowl from the frosted woods, intent on severing the last threads of truce and crossing into the Vale unchecked. His feet moved. He felt an irrepressible desire to strike out at them. To act, rather than remain neutral.


From his experience, werewolves brought nothing but disaster. Striking them down would be justified. But Bastien forced his feet to remain still. Celine was on that bridge. If he acted from a place of recklessness, the wolves’ retribution would be swift. So he stood immobile, caught between action and indecision.


The next memory caused Bastien to press his eyes shut, his chest tightening like a drum.


The daguerreotype in his mind flickered to life. Philippa Montrose darted through the confusion, fighting to make her way over that same bridge to Arjun Desai, without care or consideration to anything around her. Bastien knew she saw only Arjun.


The werewolf who struck Pippa first was missing a front paw. Just like Bastien’s sister, Émilie Saint Germain. The one he had banished to the frozen wastelands in a foolish attempt at mercy.


In his mind’s eye, Bastien watched himself race toward the bridge. He could no longer stand idle along the shore, hoping to remain above the fray. Impossible choices enclosed him on all sides. Left him tangled in a thick web of uncertainty.


It was not Bastien’s place to embroil himself in fey politics. Nor was it his job to defend the downtrodden remains of the Winter Court against the aggressions of the Summer Court.


But he would protect those he loved—his family—with everything he possessed.


Pippa Montrose had become family. She was the treasured friend of Bastien’s true love, Celine Rousseau. The cherished wife of his brother Arjun Desai.


His heart in his throat, Bastien bent his head. In his mind, he watched the consequences of his failure. That cursed second of indecision.


Without flinching, he bore witness to the final moments of Pippa Montrose.


Bastien refused to turn away when the first of Pippa’s screams tore through the air, her blood staining the white snow and splashing against the mossy stone along the bridge. He listened to her thrash and flail as the pack of wolves dragged her dripping body back toward the icy tree line. As their howls faded to silence, the last of her cries ringing through the darkness.


He would not look away from the sight of an inconsolable Celine being hauled from the bridge by her mother’s grey-cloaked soldiers. Nor from the horror fixed on Arjun Desai’s face as he fell to his knees and raged against his captors, his anguish echoing in Bastien’s ears.


Now Bastien sat in the hollows of the cavern, his face covered by his crimson-stained hands. His cowardice cocooned around him like a wet cloak. Cold fury raked across his skin. He lingered deep in the heart of the mountain fortress that had once been the stronghold of his vampire ancestors. Around him lay the bodies of the fallen, along with the Sylvan Wyld’s wounded and the dying. The wretched souls fated to stand along the wintry embankment, there to witness what was meant to be a peaceful exchange.


Until some worthless fool loosed an arrow on the Lady of the Vale.


Bedlam had followed the sight of Lady Silla being felled by her enemy. The Summer Court’s forces had unleashed hell upon the bedraggled gathering of winter fey waiting on the opposing riverbank. Though a healer had been summoned, the injuries inflicted upon the winter fey by the summer fey’s newfangled weapons were grave, the silver-tipped bullets ripping through wings and embedding themselves beneath skin, fur, and scales to fester and rot.


Bastien grimaced when he recalled the way the arrow had struck Celine’s mother. The way it had sailed through the sky—undeniably fired from the Sylvan Wyld’s icy reaches—before slamming into its mark, who had collapsed on the bridge upon impact.


His expression hardened. Try as he might, Bastien could not overlook the obvious. The last time his world had been turned upside down, his sister, Émilie, had been the orchestrator of its destruction. It could not be mere coincidence that she was there that day, waiting in the shadows beyond the river, ready to pounce on Pippa Montrose.


When it came to Émilie, he believed there was no such thing as coincidence.


The scent of freshly spilled blood drifted in Bastien’s direction. Another wounded creature collapsed to the ground a stone’s throw from where he sat. When the horned fey recognized Bastien, she shrank back in fear, clutching the open wound beneath her neck with both hands.


It didn’t matter. The smell of her blood beckoned to Bastien, as ever.


The lone vampire among them, crouched in the darkness.


In the past, there had been many blood drinkers who called the Sylvan Wyld their home. They’d ruled the Winter Court until their insatiable appetite for control had cost them everything. By rights, Bastien should never have been allowed to return. But there was no one left to enforce the exile.


And Bastien had never been the sort to comply.


A sweet perfume rose from the fey blood glistening on the stone floor. The young female—her horns curved and her hooves cloven—rasped another breath, the long gash along her collarbone continuing to spill, warm and rich and fragrant. The blood called to Bastien with a forbidden melody. Cursedly beautiful. Deliciously damned.


He locked his jaw, even as he felt his features start to transform. His fangs cut through his bottom lip, bringing the taste of his own blood onto his tongue.


Bastien had never fed on a fey creature. The scent of their blood was enough to promise that its taste would be like water on the lips of a man lost in the desert.


He inhaled. Then exhaled.


Monstrous. Even now, after all the suffering he’d witnessed, still his thirst sang the sweetest song. Bastien forced himself to look away from the ruby-red blood just as commotion resounded from the blue darkness closest to the mouth of the cavern.


A tall fey creature struggled against the grip of their captors.


Despite the murk, Bastien’s heightened senses recognized the familiar garb of a Grey Cloak warrior, one of the elite guards tasked with protecting the Lady of the Vale.


Bastien stood, his hands turning to fists at his sides.


What was a Grey Cloak doing in the Sylvan Wyld?


A massive centaur held the Grey Cloak with one arm, while a redcap goblin prodded the warrior from behind with a spear. The third dark fey, this one a lean, dark-haired amabie, grasped the end of an iron chain bound to the Grey Cloak’s joined wrists. As the warrior fought their restraints, a faint sizzling sound emitted from the parts of their skin touching the dark metal.


The Grey Cloak was not alone in their injuries. Half the centaur’s face was burned from where silver bullets had grazed his cheek. A makeshift binding was wrapped around his right shoulder and forearm. The redcap was missing an eye. And though the diminutive amabie appeared unscathed, her hands and sleeves were covered in dried blood.


It was likely someone the amabie loved had died in her arms.


The Grey Cloak warrior winced and straightened to face Bastien. Even in the dim light from deep inside the mountain, Bastien could see the disdain on his handsome face. A sneer curled his lips. It was clear from the cuts and bruises along his jaw and knuckles that he’d fought his captors every step of the way.


All those around Bastien fell silent, watching intently.


The ebon-haired amabie spat beside the Grey Cloak’s feet, her white fingers curling tighter around the iron chain. “We caught this one just beyond the reaches of the mountain.” She looked around, her beak-like mouth shaping into a sneer. “What should we do with him?”


“Feed him to the children!” cried a creature from above.


Another screamed, “Burn the skin from his body with iron tongs.”


“Tear him apart, limb from limb,” yelled a mushroom-headed hob.


“No,” boomed the voice of the massive centaur. His gaze locked on Bastien. “Ask the vampire. The one whose arrival portended our suffering.” Accusation flashed in his eyes. “The one who—despite his bloodline—holds such affection for summer scum. Let us see if Nicodemus’ heir knows how to mete out justice.”


Anger flared in Bastien’s body. He stood, his chin high, ready to fight. Then an injured winter fey groaned nearby. Bastien glanced around.


They had suffered enough. He would not be baited by their pain.


Instead, Bastien fixed his attention on the green-eyed stare of the grey-cloaked warrior. “I gather,” he began, “that you were sent to find the Lady of the Vale’s assassin.”


The warrior’s nostrils flared, his sight narrowing.


Bastien stepped closer. “You take umbrage with what I said?” He kept his voice even.


“I take umbrage with your very existence, filthy leech,” the warrior ground out. “Nothing as paltry as a single arrow could kill Lady Silla. She alone wields the powers of air and of earth. None are her equal.”


Loose-tongued lout. It was the first time any member of the Summer Court had acknowledged the extent of Lady Silla’s abilities in front of Bastien. He was unsure if even Celine understood the magnitude of her mother’s powers.


The Lady of the Vale commanded the air and the earth. In recent years, it had become a rarity for even the most powerful among the fey gentry to conjure more than a simple spell, much less wield elemental magic like earth, air, water, or fire. For Lady Silla to control two of the four meant she was formidable indeed.


Bastien studied the warrior for a moment. “I never said the Lady of the Vale was dead. But thank you for confirming the good news that she is not.”


Despite the summer fey’s pompous appearance, his hands shook. The burns on his wrists had chafed through the skin, exposing raw flesh to the wintry air. His eyes darted from one corner to the next. The Grey Cloak was agitated. Distracted by obvious pain. Perhaps he would not be as guarded as he should be.


“How many of you crossed the bridge to find the one responsible for firing the arrow?” Bastien asked him point-blank.


The Grey Cloak flinched and pressed his lips into a line.


“Definitely more than a single soldier,” Bastien mused. “You would not be enough.”


Irritation etched lines across the summer warrior’s brow.


“Two?” Bastien continued.


The warrior did not react.


Bastien stepped closer, letting his voice drop to a whisper. “Three? Four?”


Something tugged at the corners of the Grey Cloak’s lips.


Dark satisfaction warmed through Bastien’s chest. “Four, then. It makes sense for General Riya to send at least that many soldiers to chase after Lady Silla’s assassin.”


“You are so certain it was a lone wolf?” the Grey Cloak said under his breath.


“I am,” Bastien replied without missing a beat. “After all, your queen fell under the weight of a single arrow. Its high arc and speed suggest that it was fired from a far distance, which further supports the theory that the perpetrator worked alone. Four warriors fanned out in several possible directions would be a prudent effort to rout out the culprit.” Bastien tucked his hands in the pockets of his trousers. “Though I must say, how embarrassing for your great leader—one with the power to control both air and earth!—to crumble in the face of such a paltry threat.”


The Grey Cloak bared his teeth. “Soon Lady Silla will rise up and wreak summer’s wrath on all you winter abominations, of that you can be—”


“Enough!” the centaur bellowed, his hooves striking against the stone floor with a booming clatter. “I grow weary of such talk, Sébastien Saint Germain,” he said. “Where is your justice?” Fury mottled his features. “I suppose I should not be surprised. You are your uncle’s blood, after all. A puppet master lurking in the shadows, afraid to sully your elegant hands.”


His words struck a harsh blow in Bastien’s stomach. The air left his body in a rush.


Bastien’s failure to act had resulted in his uncle’s execution and the destruction of his home. Just as his failure to mete out justice on his sister, Émilie, had led to the death of Pippa Montrose. No matter where Bastien looked, he was confronted by the cost of his indecision.


“Now is the time for action, Sébastien Saint Germain,” the centaur continued. “Not speeches.”


“This vile summer swine,” the amabie said, yanking on the chain in her hand for emphasis, “carved a path through our kind on his trek toward the mountain. It did not matter whether he encountered the elderly or the infirm.” Tears welled in her eyes. “He struck down younglings. Younglings. The blood of our children is on his hands.”


A single cry echoed through the cave, followed by a whimper.


Bastien took a careful breath. “Now is the time for justice,” he agreed. “Not speeches.”


“And what would be the appropriate manner of justice?” the centaur asked, his equine features appraising. “Should we kill him as he killed us? Should we burn his skin with flesh-flaying weapons, or perhaps feed him piece by piece to the ice sabers that lurk at the foot of our mountain?”


Discomfort knifed through Bastien’s chest. He did not care for the way the winter fey watched him, stalking his every move. Like a predator to its prey, lying in wait for his next misstep. “The warrior’s fate is not for me to decide,” Bastien said.


The centaur looked to the curved ceiling of the cavern. “Then who among us should decide the fate of this summer swine? Who among us is to take responsibility?”


He was met with silence. His voice fell to a vicious whisper. “I say we place the weight of our plight on the shoulders of the one who brought this violence to our doorstep.” Again, he pitched his words louder. “Who among us agrees the vampire is responsible?” The centaur’s question was answered with a low hum of assent. “Look around you.” He raised his hands and turned an accusing eye toward Bastien. “Before Sébastien Saint Germain and his ilk returned to our woods, we knew peace. Perhaps we were not happy with our lot. But at least our children were not being murdered beneath the light of our mother moon.”


Bastien’s cheeks hollowed. “I understand why you wish to hold me accountable. But this fight between summer and winter existed long before me. It is not my responsibility to right these wrongs.”


The redcap finally spoke, his voice gravelly and resonant, like the echo of a gong. “In the Wyld, we believe in reaping what you sow. It is not a coincidence that your arrival heralded the end of our treaty with the Vale.” He stepped back, his hands wrapping tighter around the spear in his hands, his slub garments in tatters. “Your attachment to Lady Silla’s daughter is the reason this destruction was brought upon us, and you will take responsibility for it.”


Tears of fury coursed down the amabie’s cheeks. She swiped at them with her stained forearm, leaving a smear of crimson along her jaw. “I lost my sister today. My only sister. My twin. I watched her drown in her own blood.” Her naked pain cut Bastien to the quick. “Blood drinkers ruled our lands for millennia. Under their protection, the Sylvan Wyld prospered. We had no need to fear.” She pursed her bird-beak mouth. “You will fix this. You will take responsibility. Because I will see you burn in the sun before I allow you to turn your back on us.” Her body shook as she spoke, and her fury reminded Bastien of Celine.


How she, too, would never let him forget how she lost Pippa.


Guilt settled on Bastien’s shoulders like a heavy yoke.


“Deal out your justice, vampire. Make a choice,” the redcap said quietly. “Do you stand with your fellow creatures of the night? Or will you allow summer to murder and maim us until we are no more?” With his spear, the redcap prodded the back of the Grey Cloak.


The Grey Cloak scoffed. “Goblin, look around you. You are already no more.”


The centaur knocked the summer warrior’s legs out from under him, and the Grey Cloak fell to the ground with a thud, his face striking a protruding rock.


The Grey Cloak began to laugh. “You think this pathetic rabble threatens the supremacy of the Summer Court? You saw how quickly I vanquished your line. How many weak winter fey I was able to cut down before—”


With a warlike shriek, the tiny amabie kicked him in the side. Then she turned toward Bastien, her chest heaving, the chains clanking around her as she drew the Grey Cloak in like a fish on a line.


Bastien waited for the rest of the chamber to rally and howl as he would have expected. Instead they all looked to Bastien. Still lying in wait for his next misstep.


When the Grey Cloak rose to his knees, fresh blood dripped from his nose and chin.


The hunger roared to life inside Bastien. He struggled to silence it. To quench his thirst. He’d thought it was the right thing to exile Émilie. An eye for an eye left the world blind, did it not?


But Bastien’s mercy had inescapable consequences.


Once again, Pippa’s screams filled Bastien’s ears. As did the memory of Arjun’s anguish as the wolves hauled away Pippa’s bleeding body.


The price of Bastien’s unconditional love. For Émilie. And for Celine.


The Grey Cloak struggled to stand, putting one foot on the ground, his gold-heeled boot caked in mud. “The Ruined Prince of the Wyld … and his court of nothings.” He glanced around at the vestiges of a lost world. The injured, the dying, the forlorn. His laughter was like cracking ice, cold sweat beading on his brow. “What happens to me is immaterial. We will overrun you in a fortnight. And do not fear for your halfblood lover, vampire. We will make short work of her, too, and then our land will be as it once was. Pure and untainted. United under a blazing sun.” His eyes gleamed with feverish intensity.


Bastien had expected his rage to get the better of him, especially in the face of such brazen taunts. He waited for the wrath to take hold. Instead he felt nothing but cool defiance. His gaze met that of a nine-tailed gumiho, her fox eyes lambent in the darkness. Filled with sadness, yet flashing with something else.


A light … a hint … a suggestion of more.


In the end, it was not rage at all. Calm descended on Bastien like a thick woolen blanket. Without a second thought, Bastien yanked the warrior to his feet by the collar of his grey cloak.


The warrior flinched, and for the first time, Bastien detected a hint of fear in him.


“Good,” Bastien said. “You’re afraid. I appreciate the honesty.”


“I’m not afraid, vampire. It is you and your kin who will know fear.”


“I welcome it.” Bastien smiled. “Fear and I have been bedfellows for many years.”


“Do your worst,” the Grey Cloak spat. “I will not beg for mercy from the likes of you.”


“A pity.” Bastien yanked him close and bared his fangs. “Why is it that no one knows how to beg anymore? It’s been far too long since I’ve been asked what I want.”


A muscle jumped in the warrior’s jaw. He clenched his teeth shut. The blood from his broken nose continued to flow past his lips and drip down his chin.


It smelled like springtime. Like fresh strawberries and new wine.


“What is your name?” Bastien asked softly, his mouth going dry.


The warrior’s blond hair fell into his green eyes. “Anurak.”


“Anurak.” Bastien nodded. Then he breathed in, letting the perfume of Anurak’s blood fill his nostrils. The change began. Instead of fighting it, as he had ever since he’d first set foot in the land of the fey, Bastien allowed the magic to take hold. He watched Anurak’s eyes. Saw the terror build in them as his reflection transformed from that of a man into the perfect image of a monster.


“Since you refuse to ask,” Bastien growled, “I will simply tell you.” He spoke in Anurak’s ear, as if he were sharing a secret. “I want to go home to New Orleans. I want to be with my family. To lie beneath the stars with my love. To savor every mortal moment as I walk down the streets of my beloved city, far away from you and from this world and all its madness.” Bastien let his fangs graze his lower lip, his fingers forming claws against the warrior’s shredded grey cloak. “But the Winter Court offers you its thanks,” he announced so that everyone around him could hear. “The beasts of the mountain—and their ruined prince—are now awake.” He crushed Anurak to his chest and buried his fangs in the fey warrior’s neck.


Anurak struggled against Bastien, a stifled scream on his lips. He tried to push Bastien away, but the amabie yanked on the iron chain, keeping him restrained. The silence in the cave thickened as Bastien drank.


He’d always wondered what the blood of a fey would taste like. Each mortal Bastien had partaken from had blood with a unique flavor. Some were savory, like cured meat paired with the finest burgundy. Some were sweet. Mille-feuilles, layered with crème pâtissèrie.


The taste of Anurak’s blood surpassed them all. It was like fresh herbs harvested from a French mountainside, then mixed with newly churned butter and rubbed into the rarest cut of lamb.


Anurak’s memories were chaotic. As if Bastien were witnessing the musings of a drunken man. They lacked the sharpness and clarity of a mortal’s thoughts. He witnessed flashes of violence interspersed with excess. A taste for both mortal and fey fruit. For honeyed liquor and sweet-smelling opium, along with the charms of countless beautiful men and women and lieges, their limbs willowy and perfumed, their moans of shared pleasure like distant music.


Bastien knew he should stop drinking. If he let Anurak go now, the fey warrior would be debilitated for a night, but likely to survive the encounter.


Bastien had faced many crossroads in his life. This was one of them.


It was time for him to make a choice.


Anurak had warned that the whole of the Summer Court would descend on the Winter Court. Overrun them in a fortnight. He’d threatened and mocked them.


The Summer Court may very well destroy Bastien.


But he would take a few of their immortal lives first.


As Bastien committed to this action, he recalled Anurak’s words regarding Celine’s mother, the Lady of the Vale. His confirmation that a single arrow could not destroy a being so powerful. If that was true, then why had Lady Silla allowed two days to pass without word of her survival?


He had an answer. It was not a good one.


Bastien had tried, time and again, to protect Celine from her mother’s duplicity. He’d watched the Sylvan Vale silence her. Under the protection and supposed guidance of her mother, Celine had faded to a shadow of herself.


She’d become easy to control.


This, too, could not be mere coincidence. The thought of someone controlling Celine stoked the anger building inside him. So he drank and drank and drank. Until Anurak’s attempts to fend him off grew feeble. Until the last drop of his blood touched Bastien’s lips.


Anurak fell to the ground, his body drying into a husk.


Bastien watched the husk shrivel. Watched it shrink into itself, folding and constricting until it resembled the silken wrappings around ears of corn, artfully arranged in a pile of bloodied clothing. Dispassionately, he considered what remained of Anurak.


Then he glanced around at the shattered Winter Court. The centaur nodded with approval. Still others stared at him unflinching. As if they gazed upon Bastien in earnest for the first time.


In their eyes, Bastien saw a hint of expectation. Perhaps even of hope. It unsettled him almost as much as the centaur’s reaction. Caused an odd stirring of pride to form in his chest. As if he had looked to his uncle or his father for praise and found what he sought.


A muscle tightened in Bastien’s jaw. “The bridge.”


“What?” the centaur said, taking a step forward.


The amabie and the redcap—as well as the assortment of winged fey hovering in the ledges above—eased closer.


“We should destroy the bridge connecting the winter lands to the summer lands,” Bastien continued. “The summer fey are using it to send Grey Cloaks to the Wyld in search of the assassin. We need to destroy the bridge to hamper any more summer fey from crossing. And to send a clear message that we will not stand idly by as they make plans to invade.”


The amabie agreed. “We should recruit the riverfolk and the ice nymphs to stand guard at the crossing.”


Bastien nodded. “Do we have ways of demolishing the bridge quickly?”


“Blasting the keystone and piers should be effective.” The centaur glanced up toward a group of fey with multicolored wings like those of dragonflies. “Bagus, the stores of niter you still possess for burrowing into rock tunnels can be used for this, can they not?”


Bagus started to reply, but the shadow of a small figure graced the entryway below him, leading to the heart of the mountain. The shadow lengthened as Suli stepped forward, his features weary. “Sunan is gone,” he said without preamble, in a simple, sad voice.


Bastien had not known the small blue goblin well, but he felt the weight of Suli’s words as the cavern descended into silence once again. Several winter fey began crying softly. Bastien knew enough to realize that Sunan’s powers had kept those of the Winter Court safe for many centuries.


Suli’s attention settled on Bastien. “I would speak with you, Sébastien Saint Germain.”


Annoyance took root in Bastien’s chest. Why did the entire Winter Court seem to feel as though he alone were responsible for their misfortunes?


Suli sighed when Bastien failed to reply. “Make no mistake, vampire. You are not my first choice. Nor are you my second. Were it left to me, I would not involve a blood drinker in our affairs. But my brother’s last request will be honored. You will follow me. Now.”


What kind of deathbed request would Sunan the Unmaker have of Nicodemus Saint Germain’s blood heir?


Without a word, Bastien fell into step behind Suli, who began leading him through the darkness, deeper into the mountain. To a place Bastien had once dreamed of finding and now dreaded with every fiber of his being.


His past. His present. And his future.



   






THE RUINED PRINCESS
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Frenetic energy tingled in Celine’s fingertips. She shook her hands in the air, then continued pacing at her mother’s bedside, her mind in a whirl.


Pippa could have survived. She was still fighting the wolves when they dragged her into the woods. Pippa would never give up. Pippa is alive.


Pippa. Pippa. Pippa.


The name of her best friend echoed through her like a heartbeat. Celine covered her ears and cried out, the pain in her throat threatening to become a roar.


Again, the memory of Pippa’s flailing body raked across her vision.


The blood. So much blood.


Celine fell to her knees and sobbed. She stuffed the skirt of her rose silk gown in her mouth and screamed until her voice went hoarse. Through her tears, she thought she saw her mother’s hand twitch.


“Umma?” Celine knelt in haste at the Lady of the Vale’s bedside. Breathing in short bursts, she swiped the tears from her chin and laced her fingers through her mother’s hand.


Her mother did not reply.


Celine’s eyes welled again, her frustration mounting. “Why won’t you wake up?” she murmured, her grip tightening. “They all want to know what we should do. What you would do. Please come back to us.” Her words fell to a whisper. “They are talking about war. War. Please, Umma. Please tell us what we should do. Help me.”


A voice—one whose absence had grown apparent the longer Celine lingered in the Vale—stirred in the furthest reaches of her mind. A more carefree version of herself. One who grinned in the face of danger and dared darkness to look her in the eye.


Why do you care what your mother—who left you as a child—would do? the voice said. Perhaps you should ask what you would do.


“This is not my world.” Celine bristled at the insult to Lady Silla. “How would I know what to do? I’ve never been anything close to a general or a warrior.”


Remember what Papa used to say? Who you were has never mattered.


Celine swallowed, a bitter taste collecting on her tongue. For the tenth time in as many minutes, she wished she could speak with Bastien.


The voice inside her head grew even more annoyed. And now you are waiting for a ridiculous boy to tell you what to do? Why are you so afraid?


“Because I’m alone,” she shouted through the silent stillness. “I’m alone, and I’m tired of being alone. I want to be with my mother. I want to be with Bastien. I want to be with”—she swallowed, refusing to allow the worst of her fears to take root—“Pippa and Odette. I want to feel as if I belong somewhere. As if I finally, finally know who I am and what I’m meant to do.”


How come you don’t know who you are?


Celine did not have an answer.


So you are merely weak. How … disappointing.


“Go away,” Celine said. “I don’t need you. I’ve never needed you.”


Liar. I am exactly what you need. I am the only thing you need. I am you.


“Whenever I listen to you,” Celine said through her teeth, “I lose everything that matters.”


You are wrong. But don’t worry. As long as I am with you, you will never be alone.


Celine gritted her teeth and squeezed her eyes shut. “I sound like a madwoman, talking to myself like this.”


And what of it? Simply be who you are, Marceline Rousseau.


“Stuff and nonsense,” Celine muttered. “I am better than I was before. I am the daughter of a fairy queen.” She turned her attention toward the sleeping figure of her mother, who rested on a bed of scented pine with eiderdown pillows and a coverlet of quilted gold silk. A dazzling haze encircled the carved pine bed, a charged warmth emanating from it. Though Celine had very little understanding of magic, she recognized this strange halo of energy. Powerful wards kept Lady Silla safe while she convalesced. The expression on her face was oddly peaceful.


If Celine had not been there two days ago beside the bridge to witness the moment the arrow struck her mother, Celine could believe that Lady Silla might awaken the next instant, a graceful smile on her face, her willowy arms ready to take her daughter into an embrace.


But Celine had been there. She’d seen the way the arrow struck her mother, slamming Lady Silla’s slender body to the ground with an astonishing amount of force. Everything that had followed had been a blur. She and her mother had been taken from the bridge in a whirl of motion, encircled by a bastion of Grey Cloak soldiers. When the arrowhead had finally been removed, the injury in her mother’s chest had bled like a river released from a dam.


Twice before, Celine had witnessed this much blood flow from a single wound. The first occasion had been when she struck the young man who had tried to violate her on a fateful winter night at the atelier in Paris, half a world and a lifetime ago. The second time was when Celine watched Bastien bleed to death in her arms after he’d rescued her from Nigel that horrific evening in the cathedral in Jackson Square.


Both events had marked life-altering moments in Celine’s life.


Neither of them had prepared her for now.


Celine was not afraid of the unknown. But the world of her mother was a different world in truth. And Celine had not been in the Sylvan Vale for long, though the days passed differently here. Months had surely gone by back home in New Orleans. It was spring in Louisiana when Celine had first learned of her mother’s existence. Now it was likely fall.


Much about the Sylvan Vale remained a mystery. Its rules. Its customs. Its magic. Everything eluded Celine. But she was determined to find a place for herself here. The Vale was a world made for someone like her. A world without restrictions, where enchantment itself was entirely possible. In the realm of the fey, even her dreams could be made real.


All her life, Celine had wanted so much more. She’d craved it. A life of danger and excitement. The thrill of the unknown and the power to chase after it.


The chance to know her mother better was reason alone to remain in the Vale, at least for a time. But Celine would be lying if she claimed she wasn’t also drawn to the power available to women in the Summer Court. Lady Silla’s presence as its ruler was nothing like the middling kind of influence afforded to women in the mortal world.


A knock echoed through the chamber. “Lady Celine?” The attendant who entered the room had the ears and tail of a sea mink and the yellow eyes of a cat, her long lashes curving toward her temples.


Celine stood at once. “Have they found any trace of Pippa?”


The attendant shook her feline head. “I’m sorry, my lady.”


Inhaling, Celine forced herself to smile and her trembling hands to still. “Don’t apologize, Vanida. But please be sure General Riya and the Grey Cloaks inform me the moment they have word.”


“Of course, my lady. I’ve brought you something to eat.”


“Thank you.” Celine stood. She wasn’t hungry, but it had been too long since she’d eaten a proper meal.


Vanida stepped toward Celine, her lush tail swishing as she walked. In her hands she bore a wooden tray of food, the platter carved from pale ash, and the dishes molded from gold.


Celine watched Vanida set down the tray on a small table near Lady Silla’s bedside. There had not been many occasions for Celine to speak to her mother’s personal attendants without being overheard. “May I ask what could be considered an impertinent question?” she said as Vanida began lifting the conical lids to uncover the artfully arranged dishes of food.


“You are the only daughter of my lady,” Vanida said. “You may ask anything.”


“Why is it that some of the fey possess attributes of animals and others do not?” Celine glanced sidelong at Vanida while removing a small silver container of salt from the skirt pocket of her gown.


Vanida wrinkled her nose. “Are you speaking about my ears and my tail?”


Celine nodded.


Vanida said, “These I purchased from an illusionist who specializes in changing appearances.”


“Then they are not real?” As she’d been instructed by her mother, Celine began sprinkling a small amount of salt on each uncovered dish, waiting to see if the clear granules changed color on contact, indicating the presence of a spell or a possible poison.


“What is real?” Vanida lifted a shoulder while she watched Celine season the food. “The fur on my ears feels soft to the touch. My tail whips through the air as I move. And if I wish to alter their hue or see them gone at any time, I can do so in the matter of a moment, provided I am able to pay the price.”


Celine considered Vanida’s words. In the last few weeks, she’d asked her mother several questions about the Vale’s magic, but Lady Silla had a way of replying without offering any real answers. “And why are some fey magical and others not?”


Vanida began serving small portions of lavender-scented cheese, spiced lentils in a buttery tomato gravy, tiny aubergines simmered in a mint-green sauce with palm sugar and fresh herbs, and a selection of steamed dumplings shaped into pastel-colored flowers. “That is more difficult to answer.” The attendant hesitated. “Many believe our magic has diminished because we have mixed with lesser creatures.”


“You mean mortals.”


Vanida straightened, alarm flashing across her feline features. “I meant no disrespect, Lady Celine.”


“I know you didn’t.” Celine removed a lace handkerchief from her other pocket and toyed with its scalloped edges.


Vanida poured tea sweetened with a fruit like crushed blackberries into a golden chalice. “It is a rarity nowadays, but there are also those among our gentry who choose to couple with fey who never possessed magical ability, like myself.”


“I see,” Celine said. “May I ask how you feel about the summer gentry?” Knowing how the powerless spoke of those in power was an important lesson Celine had learned from experience.


Vanida paused before replying. “I am … grateful to them. When I was given this job serving in the Summer Court, everyone in my family rejoiced. It is a great honor to attend the Lady of the Vale.”


Celine reached for a steamed dumpling pressed into the shape of a pink rose. Vanida caught her hand before she could touch the food. “My apologies, Lady Celine,” Vanida said. “But I’m afraid the salt is no longer enough. You must wait until your meal is tasted.”


“Why?” Celine frowned. “My mother told me salt would detect the presence of anything harmful.” On food that was spelled or tainted, the salt flakes turned odd shades of grey or blue-green, causing the meal to savor of metal on a mortal’s tongue. “My food has never been tasted before,” she said. Realization dawned on her the next instant.


After her mother’s attempted assassination, were the fey worried that someone would try to kill Celine?


Vanida’s cheeks hollowed. “Forgive me, Lady Celine, but I always tasted your mother’s food. It is only natural for me to taste yours as well. If the unspeakable were to happen and Lady Silla never wakes, there are many in the gentry who would look to you for leadership.”


A bubble of fear caught in Celine’s throat at the idea of her mother never waking. She blinked. “I’m half mortal. Most of the gentry tolerate my presence out of respect for my mother. The idea that they would support me in any leadership role is ludicrous.”


Averting her gaze, Vanida proceeded to chew on her lower lip. Hesitation clouded her features. The fey was hiding something important.


“Please, Vanida,” Celine said. “Speak in earnest. I know there is much I have to learn, but how will I ever begin to understand if I continue to be kept in the darkness?”


Vanida toyed with the rose-colored dumpling between her glossy fingers. Minuscule flower petals and flakes of gold were embedded in her talon-shaped nails. They matched the pattern painted on the tightly laced corset cinching the attendant’s tiny waist.


Like most of the fey who resided in the Vale, Vanida enjoyed beautiful things.


“Vanida,” Celine pressed, her tone gentle. “Please.”


The attendant nodded. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “There will always be members of our court who will refuse to bow to an ethereal, no matter her parentage.” She paused. “But they cannot ignore the importance of the magic linked to the Horned Throne. Those who are most loyal to Lady Silla would see the power of the throne pass to her own kin. It is the only way such great magic is sure to remain intact.”


“Magic?” Celine’s eyes went wide. “My mother’s powers are passed to her kin?”


Again Vanida nodded. “When the first Lady of the Vale knew she was near the end of her life, she used her last breath to create an unbreakable enchantment to prevent those at court from overthrowing her young heir. It is the kind of magic only the greatest among us can perform. Her blood heir alone is meant to inherit her powers. If the one who inherits the title is not the first living daughter of our lady, the magic of the Horned Throne is lost to us forever.”


Stunned by this news, Celine took a step back and nearly fell, her ankle catching on the leg of a gilded chair. All at once, it made sense why her mother had been so keen to foster a connection with her. Celine sank into the plush velvet seat, her thoughts churning like the sea in a storm.


No one had done so much as hint that her mother’s powers might pass to her.


Celine didn’t even know what her mother’s magic could do. She’d watched Lady Silla manipulate air on several occasions and coax flowers and trees to grow on others. As for displays of real power? The kind that would press an entire court of fey creatures to pledge their fealty?


Celine could not fathom what that sort of magic might mean.


Hot on the heels of this revelation followed a twist of anger. “Why did my mother never tell me this?”


Vanida continued fidgeting with the pink dumpling, which began falling to pieces between her painted nails, the sweetened filling of nuts and spices crumbling like flakes of snow. She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it the next instant before finally saying, “In the past, daughters have wished ill on their mothers in an attempt to obtain this magic.”


A chill passed through Celine’s bones. She understood this as well. Her mother’s magic—like so much of the magic that had enthralled Celine as a young girl captivated by dark fairy tales—came with a price. In the world of the summer fey, daughters had likely tried to steal it from their mothers. Mothers had deceived and manipulated their own children to maintain it.


But the most haunting thought of all was this inescapable truth: In Celine’s bloodline, magic and murder had long existed hand in hand.


Like puzzle pieces joining together, everything aligned to form a clear picture. Celine had held an attraction to power, even at an early age. The very idea of it had intoxicated her. If she was honest with herself, her attraction to power was what had brought her to the doors of La Cour des Lions … and into Bastien’s arms. “My mother barely knows me,” she murmured. “And I barely know her. But I do know that I would never kill her in order to steal her magic.”


“A thousand apologies, my lady, but it is one thing to say that, and another thing entirely to mean it,” Vanida said. “I would wager that Lady Silla intended to tell you eventually, in time. But it is important that you learn the truth, now that”—she glanced with unease toward the sleeping figure of Celine’s mother—“she is indisposed. The magic of the Horned Throne means you would reign over the lands of the Vale and conduct the wind as it flowed through the trees and command the very roots of all living things to bend at your will. It is a power almost anyone in the Vale would kill to possess. And that is only the beginning. A skilled enchantress could learn to control the forest below and the skies above. A few blood heirs have wielded the magic differently from their predecessors. Some become even stronger. Or manage to control the air itself to conjure illusions of their own.”


For an instant, Celine imagined being able to manipulate the wind in the trees and the roots at her feet. Like some kind of dark symphony. How the branches above would bow to her. How the ground below would tremble in her wake.


The thought alone was delicious. But Celine could never fathom a world where she would sacrifice people she loved for power. More than anything, Celine hated being alone. And power for its own sake would leave her with nothing else.


It was as the fairy tales always foretold.


Just as that thought occurred to Celine, the doors to her mother’s chamber opened once more, and Lord Vyr—the highest-ranking member of the gentry, in Lady Silla’s absence—strode across the marble threshold without so much as a knock or a request.


Celine frowned. He’d twice requested an audience with her for this afternoon, and Celine had ignored him for a myriad of reasons, least of which was the fact that she felt supreme discomfort in his presence. The fey lord with the silver hair and the enviable wardrobe had failed to ingratiate himself to her. He had the look of someone who would strangle his own brother if it suited his needs. Nonetheless, Celine understood that Vyr was a better ally than an enemy, and someone of his standing supporting her was more important now than ever.


“Lady Celine.” Vyr offered her a quick bow, his curtain of straight hair falling over both silk-clad shoulders. “I apologize for my impatience, but I have a matter to discuss of grave importance.” His eyes glinted as he gazed down at her, a hint of malice curling his lips.


Celine wanted to dismiss him outright. She did not owe anyone in the Vale her allegiance, and she disliked the way he looked upon her with such condescension. But she’d watched, time and again, while Bastien navigated such intricacies in New Orleans, and ignoring Lord Vyr would not do her any favors now.


Bastien. Pippa. Celine closed her eyes for a moment. If something unthinkable had happened to the ones she loved, her heart would know it. Wouldn’t it? This was why she refused to accept that Pippa had succumbed to the wolf attack on the bridge. There was too much hope left in Celine to accept that possibility.


But why was there still no word on Pippa? And to where had Bastien disappeared, without a word?


Distress wove through Celine’s stomach, causing her nerves to quake once more. The next second, she hardened her resolve. Bastien was a vampire from one of the most powerful lines of winter fey. He moved like lightning and healed in the blink of an eye. It was likely that he’d stayed behind in the Wyld to tend to the wounded or perhaps to care for Pippa. Perhaps they were together even now.


She swallowed, clinging to every shred of hope she could muster.


Pippa wasn’t dead. She was alive. Just like Bastien. They simply had to be.


Celine opened her eyes. “Yes, Lord Vyr.” She did not apologize for keeping him waiting. It was something else she’d learned, not from Bastien but rather from Odette, who often said that women apologized far too often for her taste. “Thank you for coming to see me.” She lifted her chin to match his condescending stare.


Lord Vyr bowed again, this time more deeply. “I have come because it is long past due for you to address the court. We must take action for what the Sylvan Wyld perpetrated against us two days ago.”


Despite the irritation flaring through her, Celine kept her features expressionless. “I—” She stopped herself before she could give voice to her protests. “May I ask what General Riya has suggested we do?”


“Our general remains along the border, coordinating efforts to find the ones responsible for trying to murder Lady Silla. We have not received word from her since yesterday.” The right side of his mouth curved into a cold smile. “Which you would know, had you attended the summit of the Fey Guild earlier today.” He attempted to appear sympathetic. “But I understand the injury to your mother and the death of your beloved friend must have been shocking. I suppose it is difficult for you to weigh these heavy considerations during such a trying time.”


This conceited ass. Dress him down. Don’t tell him who you are. Show him.


Such reckless behavior was bound to cause Celine nothing but trouble. With effort, she attempted to silence the voice in her head. “I … do not believe my friend is dead, Lord Vyr,” she said. “And as for my mother … you advised Lady Silla in the past, did you not?”


Coward.


“Yes, my lady. I often gave her counsel.” His expression turned haughty. “She said on more than one occasion that I possessed the same eye for strategy that the blood drinkers employed against us centuries ago.”


“And what would you counsel we do in this situation?”


Lord Vyr’s features turned shrewd. “I would fortify our forces. Increase the guards around the Ivy Bower. Prepare for an incursion into the Wyld.” He paused. “And I would ready plans to destroy what remains of their troops, once and for all.”


A shiver chased down Celine’s spine. She had little doubt as to Lord Vyr’s designs on the land of the winter fey. If he were left in charge, he would force the whole of the Otherworld to bow at the feet of the summer gentry.


And he would not hesitate to kill anyone who stood in his way.


Then strike him down before he has the chance.


Celine gripped her skirts, fighting to hold her tongue.


“If I may,” a male voice said from beyond the open double doors of Lady Silla’s chamber, “there may be a less intrusive way of seeking justice.” The clear voice grew louder as its owner paused just beyond the threshold to await permission to enter, in contrast to Lord Vyr.


“Before making a decision that could be seen as hasty,” Haroun al-Rashid continued, “perhaps it would be prudent to send a small party of scouts to explore the Wyld and determine what their intentions might be. And, in particular, who might be the one giving the orders.”


“Ali,” Celine said, still using the name he’d first given those at court. “Please come in.”


Haroun entered the chamber, a hand on his curved sword and a careful look on his chiseled face.


A sense of calm descended on Celine. She had not called for “Ali” since their conversation two days ago beside the dais upon which the Horned Throne sat. His presence now made her feel less alone. She wondered why she’d chosen to keep him away. Haroun trusted Celine with his identity. Why he’d felt the need to conceal who he was from those of the Summer Court, she had yet to understand, but if he trusted her, she wanted to trust him, and he’d never given her reason to doubt his intentions.


Of course, Bastien had never liked Haroun. But then, Bastien seemed to dislike everyone he met in the Sylvan Vale. A pang of longing cut through Celine’s stomach.


More of this nonsense. As if you don’t have better things to do.


Fretting about Bastien, Pippa, and her mother had consumed Celine for the last two days. Her mother had yet to wake. Pippa could be in grave peril. And Bastien had failed to send a whisper to Celine of his condition or whereabouts. The distance that had been growing between them since they’d returned to the Sylvan Vale a few weeks ago was now distance in truth.


It wearied Celine, body and soul.


“I’m curious … if the arrow fired upon Lady Silla was fired from the icy reaches of our greatest enemy, who else do you think could be giving the orders?” Vyr fixed his icy stare on Haroun.


Haroun tilted his head. “That would be a better question for you, would it not, Lord Vyr? Seeing as how you are the one with the most experience on these matters.”


Vyr’s lips pursed, his eyes narrowing to slits.
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