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For the ones who feel trapped in their darkest night. I see you.


Take my hand. We’ll wait for the sun together.










Abriella


Another day of searching for my sister. Another day of chasing ghosts.


Rage is my constant companion. I’ve stopped trying to contain the rumbling shadows that swirl around my feet and fingertips. I no longer care whether Abriella, queen of the shadow fae, appears gentle or brutal, kind or intimidating. My sister is gone. My court is falling apart. And if the winds don’t change soon, all will be lost.


“We are running out of time,” I say, spinning away from the setting sun to scowl at my visitors.


“You think I don’t know that?” When Hale Kendrick’s ice-blue eyes meet mine, they contain the fury of a tempestuous sea. “You think it doesn’t haunt me every day I fail to find her? Every day I fail them both?”


The ache in my chest intensifies at the reminder of my selfishness. I’m not the only one whose sister is missing. Kendrick lost the woman he loves and his sister, Felicity, in the same day. He hasn’t rested since, and the dark circles beneath his eyes hint at the exhaustion his posture never reveals.


Months. We’ve been at this for months and have nothing to show for it.


I thought this time would be different, but now I realize desperation was making me see what wasn’t there. The rumors of Jasalyn sightings hurt the stability of my court as much as they hurt my heart. Some say she ran back to the human realm. Some say she is hiding out in the Seelie Court. Too few believe she is with me, staying in the safety of the Midnight Palace until her eighteenth birthday.


Every rumor, every speculation makes me rage. And I can’t even defend my sister by sharing the truth because seers across the land have whispered prophecy about the shadow princess, and one hint of the truth of the ring and her blood magic connection to Mordeus would be the end for me. The end of everything good I’ve tried to bring back to these people.


Claim the princess and control the court.


“You said you had a lead. That someone had seen her. Was it lies?” I demand. That’s why they’re here, after all—to update me on their latest efforts to find Jasalyn.


Kendrick’s friend Natan nudges his spectacles up the bridge of his nose and steps forward. “It was more of the same,” he explains. “Someone knows someone who saw her—but tracking the rumors didn’t yield anything.”


Of course it didn’t. We can never find anyone who saw her with their own eyes. And I am unable to search for her myself because I have to remain at the palace and pretend she isn’t missing at all. We’ve had a trusted shifter take her form to make the occasional appearance on various palace balconies, but without Felicity’s special gifts, we can’t risk allowing anyone close enough that they might suss out our deceit.


I shake my head, the same questions that have haunted me for months spinning through my head. “If we can’t find her because of the ring’s magic, why are there any memories of her appearing at all?”


Natan shakes his head. “This ring—it’s a conduit to some of the most powerful and complex magic I’ve ever seen. Perhaps the magic is changing. Or perhaps the rumors are just rumors and that’s why we can never find a true source.”


My gut folds in on itself at the hopelessness of it all, but I keep my chin up, my face impassive. We haven’t lost this yet. Haven’t lost her yet.


“With all due respect,” Kendrick says, folding his arms, “finding her might prove futile without this mythical stone your seer claims can nullify the ring’s magic.”


My temper flares, my shadows surging alongside my rage. Because he’s right. The idea that we could have found her and simply don’t remember is as devasting as anything. And even if that hasn’t happened already, if I don’t track down the Stone of Disenchantment, that is exactly the challenge we have before us.


Finn, my king, my love, my bonded partner, places a hand on the small of my back, and I draw in my first full breath since Elora’s chosen king returned with more bad news.


“Misha is investigating a lead on Felicity,” Finn tells Kendrick, smoothly shifting the subject away from my futile search for the stone. I’m glad he’s clearheaded enough to share this latest bit of news. If someone could give me a small shred of hope regarding my sister, I’d want to hear it.


Finn looks to me and I give a subtle shake of my head. We won’t give this male more hope than that. Not until Misha brings Kendrick’s sister back safely.


“Misha’s team still believes she lives,” I tell Kendrick. Like me, he’ll have to sustain himself on scraps of hope, and when those scraps aren’t enough to put a dent in the fear and grief these months have planted in our hearts, we plow forward nonetheless.


Kendrick squeezes his eyes shut for a beat. “I choose to believe the same. About them both.”


“We’re running out of time,” I say. “On Jasalyn’s eighteenth birthday, she’ll be lost to us forever, and the future of the shadow court right alongside her.”










Chapter One


Jasalyn


They don’t fear me in this body. Obedience comes with hesitation. With doubt. So I teach them the cost of their uncertainty, burning their fields and their homes with the flames that should be mine to command, burning it all to ash and painting the horizon in the reds and oranges of my rage.


She locks her power away from me, even now. Even weak as she is. But I will command it when the time is right. The seers have foretold this. They think they can steal my destiny. They think they can keep me away from my rightful life, my rightful court, my rightful throne.


I will take it all back or I will burn it to the ground.


“Princess. Pretty, pretty princess. Wake up now, you foolish girl.”


The words are too far away. A shout from a distant realm. A call from the shore to my submerged body.


Sleep has me in its grasp. Weakness weaves around my bones, worming its way into my muscles, forbidding me to do so much as open my eyes.


The ring. I know it’s the magical ring that is stuck on my hand making me so useless. Pushing me closer and closer to death. I’m teetering on the edge, peering into the abyss, craving the relief from this whole-body ache.


“Come now. Enough of this.”


A cup is pressed to my lips—cool ceramic prying them apart before something hits my tongue. Thick, warm, and sweet.


My eyes flutter open to see the faerie leaning over me, a steaming mug in her hand. “I need to go to Feegus Keep,” I tell her. Tell myself. I shouldn’t need to be reminded. Mordeus is using me—to kill hundreds, to bring himself back to life—and I won’t be the reason he returns for good. Kendrick thought Feegus Keep might hold the Sword of Fire, a sword that he says will open a portal to anywhere you want to go, a sword that can kill anyone. I need to find it and end Mordeus. I can’t undo my mistakes, but I can do this.


I look around the room. It’s not too dark to make out the silhouette of the short, stout female at my bedside, but it’s dark enough that I never would’ve chosen this place to rest if it weren’t for the ring’s magic weakening me.


I pick through the cobwebs of my thoughts, trying to remember how I got here. I was staying with Kendrick and his friends at Ironmoore, an Eloran settlement, when the town was attacked by a wyvern. That night I dreamed the most awful thing—about Kendrick being someone else, about him working with Mordeus.


Then I found out that every session of torture Mordeus made me endure in his dungeons was blood magic, and that now, because of that and this ring, Mordeus has some level of control over my consciousness. He used me to do horrible things. This ring makes me a murderer with death’s kiss, and some of those deaths I chose. The people who worked for Mordeus and tortured me in those dungeons? I wanted to watch them die.


I never would have guessed that I was personally resurrecting Mordeus with each life I took.


The female snaps her fingers in my face. “No more sleeping. You’ve done enough of that.”


“Who are you?” I ask, my voice raspy from lack of use. “Where am I?”


She flicks her fingers and the lantern at my bedside flames to life. “Climb out of this bed now,” the faerie commands, yanking the piles of blankets off me. Her thinning gray hair is pulled into a knot at the crown of her head and her pale skin has a yellow undertone. She flicks my arm with her thumb and forefinger.


“Ouch.” I rub away the sting, but I do feel a little more awake. Is this her house?


When it became clear that my horrible dreams were actually Mordeus’s memories, I left Kendrick. I climbed into a farmer’s wagon and was far from Ironmoore when I remembered my goblin bracelet and asked Gommid to take me somewhere I could sleep. Somewhere I’d be safe. Where did he bring me?


“Now.”


My mind is too fuzzy to piece it out and I’m too tired to argue, so I sit up and swing my legs over the side of the bed.


I vaguely remember Gommid grumbling about my foolishness, about how he warned me about the ring. The last thing I remember is ignoring his rant and crawling into a soft bed. This soft bed? Maybe, but I was too feeble and sick to pay much attention to my surroundings.


How long did I sleep? I feel better than when I called for my goblin, but weakness still nips at my heels. Maybe I just need some food. It’s been too long since I’ve eaten anything.


You need the Sword of Fire. You need to find Mordeus and fix what you’ve done.


Coffee. Food. I just need something in my stomach, and I’ll be okay. Then I can find my way to Feegus Keep and hunt down the sword that legend says can kill anyone.


Food. Sword. Mordeus.


I still have the ring. I can do this. I meet the elderly faerie’s eyes and let the Enchanting Lady’s thrall fill my voice as I say, “Could I trouble you for some dinner?”


She shoves the steaming mug into my cold hands, ignoring my request. “Hurry now. Drink more of this.”


I bring it to my lips, greedy for more of the sweetness she used to wake me. “Thank you.” I sip, and this time I’m awake enough to identify the flavors dancing on my tongue. Warmed chocolate spiced with cinnamon and clove.


The concoction soothes my riotous stomach as it goes down.


She studies me. “I trust you slept well.”


“I—” I shake my head. Who is this female? She called me princess. How does she know who I am? “Yes, thank you. Could you please make me some food?”


She rocks back on her heels and frowns as she looks me over. “Stick with the drink for now. It’s too soon for food.”


I frown at my ring. This ring makes everyone do my bidding. The only ones who have been immune are Abriella and Kendrick. And now this faerie. “You don’t want to make me food? Even if that’s what I want?”


She props her hands on her hips. “You should consider yourself lucky I didn’t kick you out of my house. Ungrateful child.”


Her house. Does Gommid know her? Did he know he was bringing me to her house? “I’m sorry. I thought . . .”


“You think I should be bowing at your feet because of that ridiculous ring. I know.”


I instinctively check my mind for the shields Misha taught me to hold in place before realizing it shouldn’t matter. I shouldn’t need my shields when I’m wearing my ring.


“If you hadn’t noticed, goblins are immune to that particular enchantment.” She sticks out her hand. “Fherna, pleasure to meet you.”


I blink at her as I take her hand. A goblin. Of course. I should’ve realized sooner. “I’ve never met a female goblin before.”


“You probably have. You just weren’t paying attention. Just because our male folk spend their time escorting ungrateful creatures around doesn’t mean there are no females. Didn’t your mother teach you about the birds and the bees, my girl? About how babies are made?”


I bite my bottom lip to hold back a laugh before I realize—I feel like laughing. The cloying sickness from wearing the ring during the day has dissipated.


“It’s the drink,” Fherna says. “It mutes the pull of the magic.”


My heart sinks and I put down the mug. “I need my magic. I need—”


“Don’t be foolish,” she says, nudging the mug back toward me. “Your enchantment is intact. The drink mutes the magic’s ability to draw from your life force.”


I glance down to my mug and then back up at her. I don’t know anything about this creature, so I’m not sure I should trust her so readily, but I’ve already come this far—sleeping in her bed and drinking her offering. I might as well listen to what she has to say. “Explain?”


“Magic is life, my dear. Life is magic. A ring that powerful was brought into being only because you sacrificed so much of your life to have it, but magic takes on the qualities of its creator. A magic like this is hungry. It takes and takes. It will draw from you until there’s nothing left.”


I shake my head. “I have until my eighteenth birthday. I have—”


“Don’t misunderstand,” she says, “that ring won’t kill you. He’s worked too hard to let that happen. But he wants it to keep you hovering around death until your bargain is complete.”


I set the mug down on the bedside table and gather my thoughts. It’s getting easier. Whatever she put in that drink is allowing me to think clearly for the first time since leaving Kendrick and the others. “Why are you helping me?”


Her face goes solemn. “Because if I don’t, everything changes.” She nods to my cup. “If you plan to find a way to defeat Mordeus, you best finish that.”


My breath catches. “How do you know all this?” This is why Kendrick never wanted to use the goblins. They know too much, he said. It seems they do.


She narrows her eyes. “I understand your exposure to goblins was limited when you were a child, but nearly four years you’ve lived in this realm. How do you understand so little about the creatures around you?”


I know that goblins are always collecting information. I know that they are the keepers of the history of the realm. “Then tell me, will I find what I’m looking for—will I find a way to defeat him—at Feegus Keep?”


She barks out a laugh. “We know facts. We know history. We aren’t seers.”


“You just told me everything changes if you don’t help me.”


“That’s not seeing. That’s logic.”


Nonsense. Why do goblins always speak in nonsense? I take another sip of the warm chocolate and reframe my question. “Is the Sword of Fire at the keep?”


“It was once, if the rumors are true. Mordeus was said to have used great magic to shield the sword from anyone but himself.”


“And I can use it to destroy him?”


“The girl asks so many questions but has given me nothing in return.”


I turn up my palms. “What do you want? My hair? Nail clippings?”


She wrinkles her pointed nose. “I cannot be bought with such tawdry scraps.”


“Then what?”


“I want you to wake up,” she snaps. “To fight.”


“I’m trying. I’ve only just found out about Mordeus using me to come back. I came here only to rest before I leave to retrieve the sword.” I fold my arms across my chest. “If you want me to fight, tell me how. Tell me my plan will work.”


She purses her lips. “The Eloran Sword of Fire can be used to destroy anything or anyone if she who wields it is deemed worthy.”


“Deemed worthy by whom?”


“By the sword, of course.”


“If I’m deemed worthy, it could kill Mordeus? And it could take me to him?”


“If you’re deemed worthy, it could kill anyone and take you anywhere.” She shakes her head. “But you’re asking the wrong questions.”


I don’t have time to argue with her. She doesn’t understand. I force myself to set down my mug—no matter how delicious it is, I have more important things to do than linger over a treat. I push out of bed. “I need to go.”


She harrumphs. “You’re welcome, by the way.”


I wipe a hand over my face and shake my head. “I’m sorry. Thank you for letting me sleep here.”


“And for the drink?”


I nod and force a smile. I slept in this female’s house without permission. The least I can do is show a little gratitude. “Yes, thank you for the melted chocolate. It was truly delicious.”


She rolls her eyes. “Delicious? You didn’t notice anything else?” When I don’t immediately understand, she gives a heavy sigh. “Did you notice that you now have the strength to stand when before you couldn’t even open your eyes?”


I frown at the mug and then toward the dark window. “The drink did that? I thought nightfall was bringing my strength back.”


She cocks her head to the side. “You have no idea just how insidious that ring is, do you? You’ve slept day and night, too weak to know time is passing you by.”


I tug at the ring, not that it matters. It won’t budge. I’d hoped that the weakness would abate in the nighttime hours, but if what she’s telling me is true— “Do you have more of this? If I don’t get what I need tonight?”


“I don’t exactly keep it on hand, no.”


“Do you have the recipe? Where can I find the ingredients?”


“The recipe doesn’t have to be so precise. I just added the chocolate and spices to make it more enjoyable for you.” She shrugs. “The forest is the easiest place to find what you need. If you’re not too squeamish.”


“Too squeamish for what?”


Her eyes light up, and when she smiles, the chocolatey drink is smeared across her teeth. “To drain the beating heart of an innocent magical creature.”


Nausea surges into my throat and this time it has nothing to do with the ring. My mug holds the dregs of the concoction. “Blood? You had me drink blood without telling me?” Moments ago I was ready to lick the cup clean. Now I want to retch the contents up and onto the floor.


“You feel better, don’t you?”


“I . . .” I close my eyes and focus on my breath until the nausea settles. “I didn’t know I was drinking blood.”


“You eat meat. I don’t see the difference.”


“The difference is that this is disgusting.”


“You didn’t seem to think so before.” She huffs. “It doesn’t matter. You’ll do what needs done when the time comes.”


“I thought you weren’t a seer.”


“I’m not. I’m an optimist.”


I hang my head and draw in a long breath. Yes, if the alternative is letting Mordeus use me to destroy my sister’s court, I would do worse than drink blood. “What kind of magical creature?”


Her grin is nearly feral. “Have you ever heard of the wolpertinger?” She waves a hand and an image appears in the air between us. The creature looks a bit like a large bunny, complete with soft fur and floppy ears, but tiny little antlers sit on the crown of its head and thin, gossamer wings sprout from behind its front legs.


I shake my head. “It’s practically defenseless.” A shiver of revulsion shudders through me as I try to imagine drinking blood from the tiny creature’s heart. “I don’t think I can.”


“You killed dozens of Mordeus’s faithful for vengeance alone.”


My back stiffens. “They weren’t innocent.”


“You found a way to justify their deaths and you’ll find a way to justify this. If you want to survive, that is. Remember, you need not just the blood, but its life—you must take so much blood that you stop the creature’s beating heart. For the longest-lasting effects, make sure you drink the blood while it’s fresh. The magic fades the longer it’s separated from its life source.”


I stare at the ring and think of Skylar’s suggestion from the night before I left Ironmoore—that if all else failed, we rid me of the ring by cutting off my finger. I would be free of it and wouldn’t have to worry about sleeping for days on end.


What would be the harm in a missing digit when I’m already so scarred and the days ahead of me are so few?


But I need the ring. I need it to get into Feegus Keep, and I need it to find the sword. Surely Mordeus wouldn’t let an item so powerful go unprotected. I can’t conceivably fight my way inside. I need to be the Enchanting Lady and I can’t be her without this cursed ring.


The irony doesn’t escape me. I traded everything for this ring—not only my sister’s most sacred magical book but every day of my life once I turn eighteen. Now the ring is exactly the tool I need to find the sword that can get me to Mordeus and kill him once and for all, while simultaneously being the very thing that has kept me too ill to do more than sleep.


I will get what I need tonight. If all goes well, I’ll find the Sword of Fire and be able to confront Mordeus before the sun rises. Once he’s taken care of, I can figure out what’s next.


I can’t let myself think about that now. I traded everything for vengeance, and I can’t allow my mind to drift to what happens when there’s no more left to take.


“Feegus Keep,” I say, “it’s near here?”


“You’re still asking the wrong questions.”


“Please.”


She lifts her chin. “Chase the moon through the woods and beyond the lake. You won’t miss it.”


“Thank you,” I whisper. She nods and turns to leave the room.


I glance down at myself and realize the pants and boots that I was wearing when I fled Kendrick and his friends are already scuffed with soot, like I’ve crawled through a fire-ravaged forest. “How long was I sleeping?” I ask her back.


She peers at me over her shoulder and arches a wispy gray brow. “Over eight months.”


Everything inside me recoils in denial. “That would mean my birthday’s in—”


“Eleven days.”










Chapter Two


Felicity


“Shouldn’t you be in bed?”


The words take me by surprise, pulling me into my body as if my thoughts had taken me elsewhere. I turn my attention to the voice behind me to find my brother, standing in the palace’s moonlit garden and smirking at me. Konner’s pale blue eyes and white-blond hair are a match to mine, but he spends most of his time wearing the fierce expression of a fighter. Not tonight, though, and the sight of his smile fills my chest with warmth.


“You’re back!” I hop off the stone ledge and run to him.


Konner pulls me against his chest and squeezes me hard. “It’s only been two weeks. I promised I wouldn’t be gone forever.”


I frown as I pull away. He’s right, of course. It hasn’t been that long, but part of me feels like I’ve spent my whole life with this gaping hole in my chest where my twin brother should be. I shake away the thought and squeeze his hands. “And I’m glad for it. I’ve been a little lost without you.”


He chucks me on the chin and smirks. “Really? Because I believe the last thing you said to me was to pull my head out of my ass before I lost my chance to marry the sweetest girl in all of Elora.”


“I mean, that advice clearly came from a place of love and adoration.”


“Sure it did.” He tips his head toward the palace, and it’s natural to head down the path by his side.


The stars are so bright tonight, as if the clouds from earlier in the day scattered at the approach of the moon.


“Do you want to tell me what has you wandering the gardens when the moon is so high in the sky?”


“Nightmares,” I admit. “I came out to clear my head before going back to sleep.”


His eyes are solemn when he glances toward me. “Want to talk about it?”


I bite my bottom lip. I hate to take myself back there, back to the loneliness and heartache that haunts my dreams, but this is Konner. I can tell him anything, and usually feel better once I do. “I have these recurring dreams that I’m . . .”


He waits a beat, then arches a brow. “Go on.”


I cringe. Is there any way to say it that doesn’t make me sound and feel pathetic? “That I’m all alone in the world.”


“Felicity,” he murmurs. “You know you’re not.”


I shake my head. “Maybe it’s because you’ve been gone and Aster hasn’t visited from Elora in an age. I don’t know. But the dreams are so real. I’m living in Faerie. On the run and hiding. I don’t have any family or friends, and I can’t even take my true form because it’s too dangerous.” I sneak a look at him, just to see if he thinks I’m crazy, but he’s looking up at the same stars that have been giving me comfort tonight and nodding.


“It makes sense.”


My chest squeezes tight. I didn’t realize I needed him to take my silly dreams seriously. “It does?”


“Well, yes. The only thing that matters to you more than Elora, more than home, is family. Your love is your motivation for all you do—whether it’s preparing to join the Seven or giving guidance to your friends. Your truest nightmare would be to have all that taken away from you.” His eyes, so much like mine, are tender when they scan my face. “What would the point of any of this be if you didn’t have your family?”


That fist around my heart loosens. “They make me feel raw. The dreams. Raw and terrified that I could’ve been there instead of here.” I swallow. “They just feel so real. What do you suppose it means?”


“Perhaps that you feel powerless against these unknown enemies that have been trying to find a way into our palace.” His lips curve into a facsimile of a smile, but I see the pity in his eyes. “Or perhaps it just means you have the best twin brother in all the realms.”


I cough out a laugh and swat his arm with the back of my hand. “Oh. I’m sure that’s it.”


He cocks his head to the side. “I am sorry, for what it’s worth, that you’re having nightmares. If it were up to me, there would be no bad guys and we would never have to leave the palace.”


“I don’t understand how they can hate us so much.” I wave a hand toward the palace. “This is all for the good of the realm. To protect those weaker than us. Why would anyone be against that?”


His gaze shifts back to the stars and he sighs. “Sometimes I think we’ve done you a disservice by keeping you here. We’ve done such a good job protecting you from the evils of the world that you can’t even comprehend their existence.”


“I’m not that naïve.”


He shakes his head. “No. You’re full of hope and belief. And that is just what Elora needs.” He flicks my nose, then slides his arm through mine. “Don’t change yourself, sister. Change the realm.”


He leads me through the heavy servants’ door and into the late-night quiet of the palace corridors. The halls are lined with paintings from the finest artists in Elora and lit by the glow of flickering sconces that line the halls.


He stops at my chamber door. “What if I told you someone gave me something for you before I left Faerie?”


My stomach pitches. “Did he?”


He pulls a pale green velvet pouch from his pocket and hands it to me.


I loosen the strings, dump the contents in my hand, and my breath catches as I find myself staring down at the most beautiful pair of earrings I’ve ever seen. They’re bloodred rubies wrapped in fine gold vines with tiny emeralds as leaves. “Why in the world did he think to send me such a lovely gift?”


“I believe they’re a sign of his affection. Not that anyone needs reminding.”


I study the earrings again. “Did he send a message with them?”


“A message?” He shakes his head and my stomach sinks.


I shouldn’t expect so much. He’s very busy, with more demands on his time than I can wrap my head around. I should accept the gift and be grateful.


Konner’s lips twitch and he nods to the doorway behind me. “I’m pretty sure anything he has to tell you he’d like to tell you himself.” Before his words sink in, he takes me by the shoulders, turns me around, and nudges me into my chambers. The door closes behind me with a soft click.


Just inside the door, the breathtakingly handsome king of the Wild Fae waits with a finger to his lips, and it almost doesn’t stop me from squealing.


His grin slowly grows as he looks me over. “Felicity.” My name is an exhale. A discovery. A relief. The dark waves of his hair are mussed, as if he couldn’t keep his hands out of it while he waited, and his skin is deeper golden than the last time I saw him, a testament to hours spent in the sun during our time apart, but those russet eyes I love so much are the same.


“I missed you,” I whisper, and the ache in my chest slowly drains away.


His gaze flicks to the door and then I’m in his arms, spun until my back is to the wall and my face is cupped in his big hand. “Not as much as I missed you.”


I tug my bottom lip between my teeth.


“You didn’t have to do this. I don’t need any gifts.”


His callus-roughened fingers tickle my palm as he lifts one earring, then brings it to my ear. “That’s too bad because I want to give you them all.” He slides it into place before taking the other. His fingertips scrape across my earlobe, and I shiver.


“Have you thought any more about what we discussed?”


My stomach flutters at the memory of our last conversation. “I thought maybe that was the faerie wine talking. If my brother has been pressuring you to think this way, and you don’t want—”


He presses a finger to my lips. “I am in love with you, Felicity. I have been since the first time I laid eyes on you.”


My cheeks flame hot and I drop my gaze. “I don’t know why.”


“Because you’re beautiful. And kind. And loyal. You’re more than I ever dreamed I would find in a partner, and I am prepared to do whatever your mother asks to have you as my wife. But only if that’s what you want.”


He dips his head and sweeps his lips across mine. They’re so soft and the kiss is so gentle, and I arch my back, pressing onto my toes as I part my lips beneath his. I want more. Our time together has been full of stolen moments and fleeting kisses, and never enough time alone.


Felicity, you have to wake up.


The words have me pulling away and looking around. “Did you say something?”


He arches a brow, amused. “While I was kissing you?”


“I mean, in my mind?”


I think I hear my name again, but this time it’s little more than a distant echo. More like a memory than a sound.


Misha cocks his head. “Are you okay?”


I focus and hear nothing. Feel nothing but the presence of the male before me. I shake my head. “I’m fine. Just a little tired, I think.”


“You aren’t sleeping,” he says. “More nightmares.”


I shrug, as if it’s nothing. “Can you stay? The maids always keep the guest room ready.” Not that I wouldn’t prefer he stay in my room, but Mother would never hear of it.


His throat bobs and regret shines in his eyes. “There have been developments in Faerie and threats against my court. I’ve spent too much time away, and it’s weakening the magic of the throne.”


Something twists in my chest, hard and tight. “Of course you need to be home. I can come to you sometimes.”


He slowly shakes his head. “Not until it’s safe. I won’t put you in danger.”


“I’ll be fine.”


He steps back. “Felicity . . .”


I see the resolve in his eyes, and it guts me. “I am not some delicate thing you need to protect. I love you. I don’t want to lose you.”


“Then wait for me.” His expression is so patient, even though I’m asking something I have no right to ask. I knew who Misha was when we first began our relationship, even before the rumors of a court takeover came to light. I knew what his responsibilities were and what his priorities had to be.


“The people who want to steal your court while it’s weak—they will do anything to spread their lies across your kingdom and remove you from that throne. Good is at a disadvantage against evil because we have morals. We have lines that we will not cross. They do not.”


“They don’t have this, though,” he says, stroking the side of my face with his thumb. “Because they will never know a love like this, they will never have as much to fight for as I do.”


Tears streak hot and wet down my cheeks as he lowers his mouth to mine. And for the first time his kiss isn’t fleeting. He angles his head and parts his lips and pulls me close. The kiss is deep and full of all the love and promise I could ask for. This is a kiss of I’m coming back for you. A kiss of I will win because of this love. A kiss of devotion.


I let him wrap me into his arms and try to push it all from my mind, but when I tuck myself into bed, I still feel off. Still hear those words like someone was taking me by the shoulders and shaking me. Felicity, you have to wake up.


The wail of the siren pulls me from sleep, and I bolt upright in bed.


A siren.


The breath leaves my lungs.


They’re here. They’ve breached the palace walls.


Before my feet can hit the floor, my door flies open and my handmaid rushes to my side.


“Milady, we need to go to a more secure room.”


I shove my feet into my slippers and reach for my robe. “Where is Konner?”


The maid glances over her shoulder to the open door and then back to me. “We must hurry. We don’t know where the intruders are or who their target is.”


I toss my robe onto the bed and kick off the slippers.


“What are you doing? We must go.”


“I’m getting dressed. I need to find my mother. They’re here for the Seven, and none of us survives till dawn if they succeed.” I try to speak with resolve and authority, but the last comes out with a hiccup. My eyes are burning. A weak little girl can’t face her biggest enemies and survive. And I need to do more than survive today. I need to protect the people I love. My mother. The Seven. And the whole realm with them.


“Please,” my handmaid pleads behind me. “Please come with me and we will find safety. Our best guards are protecting your mother.”


I shake my head vehemently. “It has to be me. I can protect her. The oracle showed me.” So many years ago. I was barely ten and had nightmares about the male who would come for my mother—the male the oracle showed me defeating.


I don’t know how I know this is the day or why I’m so sure this palace raid will bring him with it, but I don’t question my gut as I remove my sleeping gown and shove my arms into a fresh shirt.


When I’ve yanked on my fighting leathers and I’m reaching for my boots, I see my handmaid wringing her hands, her bottom lip shaking. “Please,” she whispers.


“Go to the basement and to the back of the armory. It is the safest place in the palace.”


She glances toward the door, and I know she wants to, but she shakes her head. “Not without you.”


“I am in charge here,” I say, and this time when I inject command into my words my voice stays steady. “And I am telling you to go without me.”


“I can’t. I would never forgive myself if something happened to you. Your mother would never forgive me.”


“And I will never forgive myself if something happens to her.” I hold her gaze for a long time, willing her to understand.


“If something happens to you—”


I can’t waste any more time trying to convince her, so I wave a hand and use my magic to make her move. Her body goes limp for a beat before she walks out of the room, arms hanging at her sides. She might hate me for it, but she will forgive me later.


Only if you don’t get yourself killed.


I yank on my boots and make quick work of the laces. Then I open my bedside drawer and wrap my fingers around the special blade I keep there.


With a deep breath, I run. The castle is full of shouts. Of people running and being ushered to safety. Chaos is in every direction, but I run toward the receiving hall, where I already know the Seven will be guarding the dais that allows us to communicate with the people of Elora from the safety of the palace.


I tear through the halls, weaving through the people who are running in the opposite direction—toward shelter. Only when I turn into a private back hall does the crowd clear. I pick up my pace—sprinting now.


You need to wake up.


The voice makes me skid to a halt.


I can’t help you unless you wake up.


I spin around, looking for the source of those words, and find nothing. No one.


Images flash in my mind—like I’m in two places at once. Images of a blue-eyed little boy chasing me up a tree while I giggle with delight. Images of fields of grain outside the kitchen window and my mother’s laughing face.


No. That’s not my mother. I don’t know that woman with her brown hair and green eyes. And yet the sight of her makes me ache in a way I can’t explain. Makes me worry in a way that doesn’t make sense.


I dig my nails into my palms, hoping the sting will ground me. This is an illusion. Don’t let their manipulative magic deter you from your mission.


I feel my mother’s presence before I see her.


“Felicity!” she calls.


But as her attention fixes on me, a stranger lunges for her. I attack, using my blade in a way that is at once familiar from my training and foreign because I’ve never known the feel of slicing into flesh before.


“Felicity,” the male says before falling at my feet.


I meet his blue eyes and gasp. Hale.


How do I know his name? Why do I want to beg the gods to trade my life for his?


Your brother needs you.


I spin around, looking for that voice again.


Konner races into the room and pulls me into his arms.


And I stiffen. I stiffen because I can’t seem to remember what the oracle showed me that brought me here tonight. I can’t remember why I killed that male on the floor.


Wake. Up.


This isn’t right. None of it. I’m not supposed to be here.


And I know as clearly as I know my own name that the male holding me against his chest might be my biological brother, but he isn’t the male raised by my side, and I’ve spent my whole life running from him.










Chapter Three


Jasalyn


There is no mantra, no measured breathing, no ring that could allow me to explore Feegus Keep without this horrible pit of fear in my belly. I’ve been here for hours and it’s no better now than it was when I walked away from my goblin and turned my Enchanting Lady smile on the guards at the front gate.


The halls I’ve roamed show no sign of the atrocities that are committed inside these walls. Somewhere deep beneath these winding corridors, with their meeting spaces and utilitarian bunk rooms, is the dungeon where Mordeus held me, where I spent the worst weeks of my life.


Thanks to my ring, the guards only saw the Enchanting Lady. They had no idea how much I was shaking on the inside. But any boldness I might feel from these successes—entering this stronghold and exploring it freely—is dampened by the feeling that I’m being followed.


I look over my shoulder again, and again I see only those who seem to belong here. I glance toward the windows at the end of the stone hall to estimate how much time I have left before the sun rises. The moon is still high, but I could spend the entire night searching for the sword and still not see every room in this place. Its endless, curving stairwells alone are too much, and that’s not even counting the levels beneath the surface I’ve been avoiding.


You slept for eight months. You can’t afford to let fear slow you now.


Down the hall someone is coming toward me, whistling. Her robe is cinched around her waist and there’s a towel thrown over her shoulder as if she’s just come from the shower.


“Excuse me!” I call, jogging toward her. She stops and flashes me a bright smile. “I’m looking for the Sword of Fire.”


The Sword of Fire is supposed to have a special magic that can take you anywhere you want to go and kill even the strongest immortal. Kendrick was hoping we could find the mythical sword at Feegus Keep. He wanted it so I could find and kill Erith, the wicked leader who’s brought harm on so many Elorans. I want it to find and kill Mordeus.


“You are so kind,” she says, stepping toward me like there’s a magnet drawing her my way. “I want to help you. Anything you need.”


I grapple for my patience. I need this ring to get these people to do my bidding, but the fawning I’ve encountered with each person I’ve spoken to has become tedious. “Tell me where I can find the Sword of Fire.”


She shakes her head. “I don’t know what that is, but I’ll help you look.”


I manage to contain my sigh of frustration. So far no one I’ve spoken with knows anything about the sword. It makes sense that Mordeus wouldn’t have told everyone stationed here about the valuables they’re guarding, but surely someone knows.


I try again. “Where does Mordeus keep his most valuable possessions?”


“He was wise, though perhaps not as wise as you. He keeps them throughout the court and some in the Eloran Palace.”


“What about the sacred items he’s stored here?”


“I don’t know.” She frowns and shakes her head. “I’m so sorry. Let me help you look?”


“Can you tell me where I can find the person who would know?”


“Commander Rieckus knows all the secrets of the keep.”


“And where can I find this Rieckus?”


“She resides below the earth, behind the dungeons, where she can keep an eye on the prisoners. She can be cruel, though, and I don’t want you to be hurt.”


The dungeons. Despite the horror grasping at my throat, I treat her to a smile. “I promise I won’t be. Now go to bed and get some rest.”


She nods eagerly. “Of course. If that’s what you’d like.”


I would do anything to avoid going down to the dungeons, and it’s tempting. Maybe what I’m looking for isn’t even here, but I don’t want to leave before asking the commander. At the very least, perhaps she can give me an idea of where to look next.


Behind me, a sword sings as it’s pulled free from its hilt.


I unsheathe my dagger and spin, finding a wide-eyed male. “Milady, I only thought perhaps I could offer you my sword?”


My heart races. You are the Enchanting Lady. No one will hurt you so long as you wear the ring. Breathe.


“It is not made of fire, but it was my grandfather’s and has protected me well through the years.”


I shake my head and turn toward the basement stairs I’ve been avoiding. “Keep your sword. That’s not what I’m looking for.”


I could leave and come back. I could find Kendrick and the others again. Then I wouldn’t have to face this place alone.


But my dream still haunts me. Not dream—Mordeus’s memory of making a deal with Kendrick. Kendrick was to keep me from destroying myself while I was rotting in that cell, and that’s exactly what he did. He pretended to be human because he knew I couldn’t trust a faerie. And he kept on pretending when we were reunited. He lied.


I can’t risk trusting Kendrick again. Not if there’s any chance he’s working with Mordeus. He lied to me. About wanting to help me escape the dungeons. About who he is. I can’t trust him. So I will do this alone.


The guards who line the halls of the dungeons are no danger to me, I remind myself. They will see the Enchanting Lady and do her bidding.


I take a step and then another. The ring’s magic is supposed to chill my heart and mute my fear. But the fear and numbness were coming back even before I left Kendrick, and this fear blares too loudly to be muted entirely.


This will be worth it. If I find the sword in these dark halls, the terror clutching my heart won’t matter.


With each step down, I feel less and less like the Enchanting Lady with the heart of ice and more and more like the fourteen-year-old girl Mordeus broke. I look over my shoulder—once, twice—because I can’t shake the feeling that someone is following several steps behind. But still I go. Because I don’t have much time left. I have eleven days.


I haven’t let myself think about that since I left the goblin’s home. Eleven days until I’m gone. Eleven days until I lose everything.


I want to run far from this place and these memories of pain and terror, but I don’t have enough time to waste, and I won’t let him win.


If it’s been eight months, how do you know Mordeus is still in the Eloran Palace? How do you know you won’t lose consciousness at any moment when he uses you to grow stronger?


I shove away the thoughts and step onto the final stair, reaching a trembling hand to the door.


I know what I’ll find on the other side. Pain and terror, darkness and despair.


“Jasalyn, stop!”


I spin and watch Kendrick take form on the steps behind me. “You’ve been following me?”


There’s an odd hum behind the door. The din of the prisoners’ cries? A vibration of some sort?


“I needed to be sure you were safe,” he says, taking another step toward me. “You don’t have to go down there. You’re in danger here.”


As if I can believe anything he tells me after the lies he’s already spewed? Why is he even here if he isn’t working for Mordeus?


“How long have you been here? Are you working with them?”


His throat bobs. “I thought you might come, so I placed a magical signal to alert me if you did. When I came, I didn’t want you to run and make me forget I found you at all. But I couldn’t leave you.” He glances over his shoulder as if trouble might be headed down after us. “I couldn’t risk you being around these people without anyone to protect you.”


“Protect me? You want me to believe that’s what you really care about? After everything?”


“Tell me what happened. Tell me what made you run.”


I pin my mouth shut. I don’t want to argue. I don’t want to risk falling under his spell, don’t want to risk my own fears and loneliness leading me back to him.


If I get on the other side of this door, the ring’s magic will ensure he doesn’t remember he ever saw me.


I reach for the handle and brace myself for the horrible sound and stench I remember, but when I release the latch and swing the door open, I’m greeted with more of that low humming.


Before my eyes can adjust to the darkness, red slits of light come charging at me.


Not humming. Growling.


I’m thrown into the wall of the stairwell as Kendrick shoves his body in front of mine.


A flash of light leaps from his hand and pulses around us.


The creatures freeze in their charge—dark-haired beasts like overgrown dogs with huge teeth and angry snarls.


In the next moment, they’re charging again. This time, Kendrick directs his magic at me, and I don’t even duck. I know before I feel it that he’s protecting me.


A shield of air wraps around me, blocking the bloody maw of the beast that lunges at my face.


Kendrick draws his sword and slices across the throat of one creature before plunging into an eye of another. They keep coming at him, their teeth snapping at his face, claws reaching for his flesh.


I see the strike coming before he does. He’s gutting one beast when the last remaining attacks him from behind. I surge forward, drawing my own blade, but I’m trapped, locked in place by the shield of protection wrapped around me, helpless to do anything but watch as the creature slices across Kendrick’s neck with bladelike claws and sinks its teeth into his side.


Kendrick’s cry of pain echoes off the walls and tears my chest in two. As I pound helplessly on the invisible shield, he plunges his dagger into the throat of the final snarling beast. It falls to the floor with an ear-piercing cry before Kendrick drops to his hands and knees.


His breath comes in ragged gasps. As he collapses fully onto the floor, the shield around me falls.


I rush to his side and drop to my knees. Blood gushes from his wounds onto the stone, mixing with the blood of the hounds. The flickering lights coming from the stairwell lanterns illuminate the increasing pallor of his skin.


He grabs for my hand but his grip is weak. “Jasalyn.” His eyes flutter closed.


Everything inside me tells me to save him, but can I even trust him?


He tries to reach for me and his entire body recoils in pain at the movement. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you from Mordeus. I’m sorry I didn’t—”


“No.” I shake my head, as if I can keep him here by stubborn will alone. “You will not say your goodbyes today.”


“Why did you leave me?” The question is so quiet, the words so weak that my eyes fill with tears.


“You’re fae,” I whisper, helplessness clawing at me. “Why aren’t you healing?”


I tear the fabric from the inside of my jacket and press it to his side, putting pressure on the worst of his wounds.


“The Barghest’s venom. It slows healing.”


“You’re going to be okay. I’m going to take you to the palace.” I snap a thread on my goblin bracelet and swallow back another wave of tears. “My sister’s healers can . . .”


Kendrick’s eyes flutter open as he weakly rolls his head from one side to the other, and my heart sinks into the floor when I realize what he’s trying to remind me of.


My goblin won’t come. Kendrick is too injured. His injuries too grave. Goblins can’t interfere with life-and-death moments.


His eyes close again.


“Stay with me,” I beg. “Open your eyes, Kendrick. I need you to stay with me.”


But his eyes remain closed, his breathing shallow. Too shallow.


“Help!” I shout up the stairs. “Someone help! Quick!”


We’re surrounded by bloody carcasses of the beasts that’d been pinned in this cellar. Beasts that would’ve torn me apart if Kendrick hadn’t appeared. What was he doing here? Was he really looking for me or was he working with these people? Was he helping Mordeus?


I fill my lungs and shout as loudly as I can this time. “Hurry and help me!”


I can feel the blood from his side seeping between my fingers and see his breaths slowing.


Just when I think I’ll have to leave him to get help, I hear footsteps on the stairs.


“My lady?” The male peers down at me and his eyes go wide as he takes in the carnage. “Are you hurt? Let me help.”


“My friend is hurt,” I say, making sure I have his attention, making sure he is hearing the Enchanting Lady speak. “I need a healer and fast.”


He gives a jerky nod, then turns to head back up the stairs before I remember—the ring. Just as it’s working to make him do my bidding, it will work to make him forget me the moment he’s out of my sight. Forget me and forget to fetch the healer I need.


“Wait!” My heart is racing and the whooshing in my ears makes it hard to think straight. There’s so much blood. “Please don’t leave me. I . . .”


“Of course not.” He rushes back down the stairs and gazes longingly at me. “I’ll stay as long as you want.”


I could have him keep pressure on the wound while I go for help, but once I’m out of his sight, how do I know he’ll continue to care for Kendrick? He’d likely completely abandon him. Or worse, identify Kendrick as an intruder and kill him.


Are you an intruder, Kendrick? Or are you working with Mordeus’s people?


I shove the questions from my mind. I can’t think about that right now.


“I need you to call for help,” I tell the starry-eyed male. “Get someone’s attention and have them get a healer.” Because if he tells the person, they’ll be able to remember their task, even if they don’t remember me.


“I don’t know if anyone can hear me from here. If I go to the top of the stairs—”


“No.” I draw in a ragged breath. My heart feels like it’s climbing into my throat. Calm. Stay calm. “Go up partway, but only so far that you can still see me.”


“You’re really afraid,” he murmurs.


“I need that healer. Please. Find someone to fetch a healer, but don’t leave my sight.”










Chapter Four


Jasalyn


He’s going to live. He’s going to be fine.


My hand shakes as I slowly and painstakingly stitch Kendrick’s side, keeping one eye on the needle and one on the steady rise and fall of Kendrick’s chest.


The Feegus Keep healer was confused when she was summoned to my side—not the dungeons, it turned out, but another godsforsaken section of the keep where they trap the death dogs they use for security—but she did finally arrive, and not a moment too soon.


Like the others, she was happy to do my bidding once in my presence and administered an antitoxin as well as a potion to help Kendrick heal. Once his breaths grew deeper and the color returned to his face, I plucked a thread on my goblin bracelet again. Only then did Gommid arrive, happily accepting a handful of a sentinel’s hair as payment in exchange for whisking us away to the Ironmoore infirmary.


My plan had been to take him to the Midnight Palace, but I decided it was too dangerous—for him, for me, for my sister.


I thought if I brought him here, to Ironmoore, at least he’d be around his people and I could leave him in their capable hands. But the moment I looked into the glazed eyes of the village healer, I knew I couldn’t walk away. I couldn’t take a chance that they might forget to watch him for reactions to the antitoxin once the memory of me faded.


I commanded the healer to place a sentinel outside the infirmary doors and not allow anyone through. Then, once she’d done all she could to clean his wounds and relieve his pain, I sent her away and began the tedious process of stitching him up. I’ve probably spent thousands of hours with a needle in my hand stitching fabrics of all kinds, but nothing could have prepared me for stitching up such a ragged wound. What it’s like to work around the blood. The feel of the needle piercing flesh again and again.


“Jas?”


I flinch and pause before making my next stitch. Kendrick’s fighting sleep, his ice-blue eyes doing everything they can to focus on me. “Shh,” I murmur. “You’re okay. Just rest.”


“You aren’t real. We search and search, and it’s never you.” His eyes float closed, the healing tonic pulling him under again. “Do you have any idea what I’d give up to find you?”


My heart twists painfully. You betrayed me.


But then somehow he was there when I needed him. He risked his own life to save me. And so here I am, making sure he lives through the night even without knowing if he’ll hand me over to Mordeus if given the chance.


I release the needle and thread and shake away the trembling in my hands.


“I don’t know where she is,” he says, the words so quiet I’m almost not sure I heard him right. He’s fighting sleep but can’t seem to pull from its grasp. “Help me find her. Help me save her. I have to find her before Mordeus takes over and we lose her forever.”


The words are a blade twisting in my chest. I can’t reconcile any of this with the male who lied to me. I can’t let myself forget that he worked with Mordeus. And I can’t let myself forget Mordeus’s memory of Shae and the agreement he made with Mordeus.


When the time is right, we’ll bring her to you.


A dozen times tonight, I’ve reminded myself of his friend’s promise to Mordeus, of Kendrick’s lies—about why he was in the cell across from me three years ago and about who and what he is.


I don’t want to believe he’s working for Mordeus, that he had any part in that deal his friend made, and I never would’ve doubted before his lies were revealed, but now I don’t know.


His eyes fly open and he gasps, sitting halfway up. “Jas . . . Is that really you?”


I press a palm to his chest, urging him back down before he tears open his partially stitched wound. “You need to be still.”


He settles back, lids fluttering as he trains his gaze on me. I turn to the counter and pour him another shot of the pain tonic. The healer said he needs to sleep if he’s going to recover, and I need him to sleep so I can think straight.


“Drink this,” I instruct, lifting his head and tilting the small glass to his lips.


He does as instructed, and within moments his body goes limp.


“I miss you,” he murmurs. “Never knew what this was like. Never thought the gods would give me someone like you. Never thought they’d be cruel enough to take you away.”


Tears burn my eyes. I miss him too, but if I can’t trust him what does any of that matter? I watch his face, waiting for him to slip the rest of the way into sleep. When he does, I take a steadying breath and return to my work.


“Jasalyn?”


I jerk awake, my eyes snapping open at the sound of my name. When did I fall asleep? And for how long?


Kendrick’s sitting on the side of the infirmary bed, squinting against morning light coming in the window. The last thing I remember was watching him rest. I’d finished stitching him up where I could and I was trying to convince myself I could leave. Trying to convince myself he’d make it through the night.


“What happened?” he asks, looking around.


I squeeze my eyes shut against the horrible onslaught of emotions his voice brings. How can a sound that evokes such comfort and peace also cause such pain?


He looks around the room, taking in all the healer’s potions and ointments before returning his attention to me. “Did I find you at the keep? Are you hurt? Are you—”


Of course, he doesn’t remember saving me thanks to the ring. “I’m fine.” My jaw is tight. This is so hard—wanting to curl into his arms while also wanting to run from him, knowing his recovery means everything to me while also knowing how horribly he betrayed me. “You’re the one who’s hurt.”


“Death dogs,” he says, glancing to his side. “But you’re okay?”


“What do you remember?”


His jaw works and his blue eyes scan me again and again. “I thought you’d go there months ago. We’d been looking for you to no avail, so we set a magical alarm of sorts—to notify us if you arrived there. It’d been so long that when the magic activated, I didn’t remember what it was at first. I got there as fast as I could.” He searches my face. “Did I find you or did you find me?”


“You found me.” You followed me to make sure I was safe. And you saved me.


“We’ve been worried out of our minds. Your sister—”


The blood drains from my face so fast I go lightheaded. “Stay away from my sister.”


He jerks back as if I hit him. “Jas, I don’t understand what’s happening here. My last notes in my journal tell me we’d spent the night together. We were still planning to find the sword. You wanted to help us.” His throat bobs as he swallows. “What happened? Did someone capture you? Where have you been?”


He doesn’t remember our last conversation just like he won’t remember this. “I left.”


The confusion on his face sends an ache through me. “Why?”


“Because I know the truth.”


“What truth?” He shakes his head. “I don’t know what happened. Tell me so I can make it right.”


I push off the floor. “I don’t want to do this again. I just stayed long enough to make sure you’d be okay, and you are, so I’m going now.”


“Don’t go.” He looks around, as if he might find the answers he needs. “I’ve been losing my mind with worry. I close my eyes and think of how I failed you. I wonder endlessly where you’ve gone and fear what could be happening to you. Please . . .”


My heart tugs hard but I ignore the feeling. I can’t let him manipulate me with his pretty words. “I can’t trust anything you say.” I stare at the floor because looking at him hurts too much. “You are the last person I ever thought could hurt me.”


“I never meant to. Anything I did . . .”


I swallow hard. Why isn’t this easier? He betrayed me but leaving feels impossible. “We’re in Ironmoore. You might feel stronger by now if I’d taken you to the healers at the Midnight Palace, but I didn’t think my sister would respond kindly to discovering a traitor in her midst.”


“Traitor?” He coughs. “What’s that supposed to mean? Will you please just talk to me?”


I meet his eyes, and my heart surges into my throat. It hurts to breathe. “What else do you call the person who lied to me? What else do you call the male who betrayed me for his deal with Mordeus?”


His face falls. “Jas . . .”


“That’s right,” I whisper. “I know. I know the faerie ears aren’t a glamour at all. I know about the deal you made.”


He leans forward, the heels of his hands on his knees. “That’s why you left? Because you found out I’m fae? And found out Mordeus asked me to keep you alive?”


I curl my nails into my palms, relishing the sting. “How can you say that like it’s nothing? Like I’m overreacting?”


“It’s not nothing, and I know that.” He holds out a hand as if I’m an injured animal who might strike if he’s not cautious. “How could I tell you the truth? How could I admit I only pretended to be human in that cell when you hate the fae so much? I needed you—still need you—and I didn’t want to scare you.”


Anger surges and I cling to it. “That’s why you lied? So I wouldn’t be scared? Try. Again.”


“Not at first, but I wanted to tell you the truth and, honestly, after everything that happened before you left, everything you were learning about Elora and the history, I thought you were going to figure it out soon anyway. But I never guessed it would make you run from us.” His voice dips, goes raspy. “I’m sorry.”


“And what about your deal with Mordeus? Did you think I’d figure that out too?”


He squeezes his eyes shut and pinches the bridge of his nose. “I will never forgive myself for not seeing through that request.” When he looks at me again, it feels as if he’s looking right into my soul. As if he’s begging me to look into his. “Can you blame me for taking that deal? I didn’t know what Mordeus had planned or what he was doing to you. All I knew was that in return for him freeing my queen, I had to keep a girl alive. A girl who was so scared and whose kindness I could feel from my cell. A girl I came to care about a great deal. Once I met you, I would’ve done whatever was necessary to protect you even if it hadn’t been part of our agreement.”


“But you weren’t protecting me. You were as good as those bars keeping me locked there. You gave me false hope. You might as well have been the one holding me down while he carved his knives into my skin.”


Kendrick flinches. “If I could change things . . .” He shoves off the bed and stalks toward me. “No. I’d still keep you alive. Maybe I would’ve tried harder to kill him, but I wouldn’t have let you give up.”
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